Can you persuade 100,000 strangers on social media? The effect of self-disclosure on persuasion by Kim, Soyean
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2013
Can you persuade 100,000
strangers on social media? The





SCHOOL OF MANAGEMENT 
Dissertation 
CAN YOU PERSUADE 100,000 STRANGERS ON SOCIAL MEDIA? 
THE EFFECT OF SELF-DISCLOSURE ON PERSUASION 
by 
SOYEANKIM 
B.B.A., Yonsei University, 2005 
M.B.A., Columbia Business School, 2008 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
2013 
© 2013 by 
SOYEANKIM 






Barbara A. Bickart, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor of Marketing 
Frederic F. Brunei, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor of Marketing 
Professor of Market1 g 
S
Assistant Professor of Marketing 
DEDICATION: 
This dissertation is dedicated to God, whom all blessings come. And to my 
supportive and loving parents, my brother, Sungjun, and my beloved husband, Woosun. 
lV 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: 
This dissertation would not have been possible without the guidance of my 
unfailingly supportive advisors, Barbara Bickart and Frederic Brunei. I was fortunate to 
have their helpful criticism, endless patience and generous encouragement. Their 
insightful suggestions and keen eye for detail significantly improved the quality of this 
work, and I am very much indebted to them. I would also like to thank the other 
professors on my committee, Seema Pai and Patrick Kaufmann for their expert insights 
and considerate guidance throughout the process. 
In addition, I acknowledge several other faculty members for providing countless 
feedback on this dissertation. I am thankful to Susan Fournier, Shuba Srinivasan, Suchi 
Chandran, and Remi Trudel who generously devoted their time to discuss my work. My 
fellow graduate students at Boston University must be acknowledged for always being on 
my side and for helping me in difficult times. 
Many others have helped me, and although they cannot be named individually, 
they have my undying gratitude. I couldn't have come this far without their support, 
patience, and love. 
v 
CAN YOU PERSUADE 100,000 STRANGERS ON SOCIAL MEDIA? 
THE EFFECT OF SELF-DISCLOSURE ON PERSUASION 
(Order No. ) 
SOYEANKIM 
Boston University School ofManagement, 2013 
Major Professors: Barbara A. Bickart, Ph.D., Professor of Marketing 
Frederic F. Brunei, Ph.D., Professor of Marketing 
ABSTRACT 
Disclosure of personal stories and self-relevant emotions is an essential part of our 
daily conversations. We frequently talk about our thoughts, feelings, and emotions with 
our family, friends, and, in an online setting, even with strangers. Despite the frequent 
occurrence of self-disclosure on social media, research that examines the influence of 
self-disclosure on the persuasive impact of a speaker is surprisingly limited. 
Working to understand persuasion in social media, this dissertation looks at self-
disclosure (i.e., the act of revealing personal information which ranges from demographic 
information to feelings, thoughts, values, experiences, and self-concepts) as a core 
construct. In particular, across two essays, this dissertation research focuses on how 
bloggers can use disclosure of their feelings, thoughts, and life concerns to increase trust 
and build relationships with their audience, thus increasing the persuasive impact of their 
word-of-mouth messages. 
The first essay is a qualitative study ofbloggers' communication practices, in 
which postings on a variety ofblogs were analyzed. Drawing on both the communication 
Vl 
and social psychology literatures, this essay develops a conceptual framework of how 
blogs can be categorized based on audiences' perceptions and how bloggers use different 
strategies to shape or shift their audiences' perceptions and increase the persuasiveness of 
their messages. Specifically, it suggests that bloggers use two distinguishable 
communication strategies: (a) developing and sustaining an illusion of relationship 
between the blogger and the reader in order to individualize the communication and (b) 
maintaining a level of ambiguity in their commercial interests in order to conceal the 
commercial nature of some blogs. Tactics underlying the use of these strategies as well as 
the efficacy and ethics of these practices were discussed. 
The second essay examines how sharing of intimate self-disclosure (i.e., sharing 
of a deeper level of personal information that may potentially involve risk and a feeling 
of vulnerability) influences the communicator's ability to persuade. Across four studies, 
this essay demonstrates how a communicator's intimate self-disclosure is perceived and 
processed by their audience in different types of relationships (communal vs. exchange) 
and how it affects the persuasive impact of the message. 
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Chapter 1. OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION 
Section 1: Background 
1. Motivation 
It is surprising to see how frequently individuals disclose personal information 
and self-revealing emotions online. For example, people tweet about their thoughts and 
feelings on a daily basis. Mommy bloggers broadcast their suffering and emotional 
challenges in parenting. Online reviewers reveal their identity-related information (e.g., 
gender, nationality, occupation) and level of expertise (e.g., product involvement, past 
purchases) when they make product recommendations. As online social interactions 
become more pervasive, individuals appear to divulge more of their personal information 
via various online communication venues such as Twitter, Facebook, blogs, and 
consumer review sites. 
Despite this frequent occurrence of online self-disclosure, its effects on 
persuasion have been relatively underexplored. The existing work on this topic focuses 
on the influence of self-disclosure on psychological variables such as well-being (Berger 
and Buechel2012; Ko and Kuo 2009) or relationship variables such as relationship 
strength (Bak, Kim, and Oh 2012) and liking (Collins and Miller 1994). Research that 
examines directly the influence of self-disclosure on the persuasive impact of a 
communicator, however, is surprisingly limited. 
In an effort to understand persuasion in social media, my thesis looks at self-
disclosure (i.e., the act of revealing personal information, which ranges from 
demographic data to feelings, thoughts, values, experiences, and self-concepts) as a core 
construct. In particular, across two essays, this dissertation research focuses on how 
online communicators (bloggers) can use disclosure of their feelings, thoughts, and 
experiences to increase trust and build relationships with their audiences, thus increasing 
the persuasive impact of their word-of-mouth (WOM) messages. 
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Specifically, this dissertation is structured to understand online communicator's 
(bloggers ') prevalent use of self-disclosure to create an illusion of relationship with their 
audience (Essay 1) and their use of intimate self-disclosure with strangers on social 
media to make their messages more persuasive (Essay 2). Together, the two essays in this 
dissertation research examine the effects of various types of self-disclosure on 
relationship-building and persuasion. 
2. Gaps in the Marketing Literature 
Marketing researchers have examined various aspects of self-disclosure. The main 
focus, however, has been restricted to antecedents to, rather than consequences of, this 
behavior (Andrade, Kaltcheva, and Weitz 2002; John, Acquisti, and Loewenstein, 2011; 
Moon 2000; White 2004). As marketing researchers believe that a company can benefit 
from collecting more information from consumers, they focus primarily on identifying 
factors that either motivate consumers to, or restrain them from, revealing personal 
information online. 
Moon (2000), for example, suggests a norm of reciprocity and a sequence as key 
contributing factors for eliciting self-disclosure from consumers. Specifically, building on 
a theory of reciprocity that argues that individuals have a tendency to disclose more if 
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they expect the other party to disclose private, personal details as well, she tests how an 
expectation for a reciprocal exchange of personal information increases the likelihood 
that consumers will reveal personal information on computer. She finds that online 
interactions can elicit more disclosures from a consumer by disclosing information about 
the source (i .e., norm of reciprocity) and by asking less intimate questions first and then 
gradually moving to more intimate ones (i.e., sequence). Andrade, Kaltcheva, and Weitz 
(2002) suggest that a company's sophisticated privacy policy potentially can increase 
consumers' self-disclosures on company websites as the completeness of the privacy 
policy alleviates a consumer's concern about sharing personal information online. John, 
Acquisti, and Loewenstein (2011) highlight the effect of contextual cues on individuals' 
propensity to disclose personal information. Specifically, they find that contextual cues 
that decrease privacy concerns increase disclosure because suppressing privacy concerns 
leads participants to perceive personal questions to be nonintrusive. 
All of these studies treat the extent to which consumers will disclose personal 
information as their key dependent variable. Thus, it is relatively unclear what the 
consequences of self-disclosure would be in the online communication context. Even the 
handful of studies that examines the potential consequences of online self-disclosure 
focuses on understanding the role of self-disclosure on psychological variables such as 
well-being (Berger and Buechel 2012) or relationship variables such as closeness (Im et 
al. 2008; Lee, Im, and Taylor 2008). Our understanding of the influence of self-disclosure 
on the persuasive impact of a communicator is limited. 
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This topic of online self-disclosure holds important practical implications for 
managing WOM communications on social media. In the context of online WOM, 
information exchange occurs typically among strangers, and therefore, audiences can 
learn about a communicator only through that person's own disclosure of his or her 
identity, thoughts, feelings, expertise and product involvement. Thus, communicators' 
self-disclosures often function as a cue that audiences use to supplement product 
information when making purchase decisions. It also functions as a means through which 
communicators manage their initial impressions and develop relationships with their 
audience (Berger and Calabrese 1975). Acknowledging the importance of online self-
disclosure, I will review below the literature on self-disclosure, a core construct in my 
thesis. 
Section 2: Self-Disclosure 
1. What is Self-Disclosure? 
Conceptually, self-disclosure is defined as the "process of making oneself known 
to others" (Jourard and Lasakow 1958, p. 91), and this conceptualization has been 
adopted widely across disciplines. In various literatures, self-disclosure is designated as 
the means through which unknown personal information is exposed by the self (discloser) 
to a recipient, so that information becomes shared knowledge between two parties 
(Altman and Taylor 1973; Collins and Miller 1994; Cozby 1973). Further, self-disclosure 
indicates any personal information that a person communicates to another (Greene, 
Derlega, and Mathews 2006). 
• Self-disclosure is the act of revealing personal information about oneself to 
another so that information becomes shared knowledge between two parties. It 
also indicates any personal information that a person communicates to another. 
Self-disclosure has received a great deal of attention in the fields of social 
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psychology (Altman and Taylor 1973; Berg 1984; Collins and Miller 1994; Cozby 1973; 
Daher and Banikitos 1976; Dindia and Allen 1992; Jourard 1971), sociology (Moriwaki 
1973; Weber and Carter 1998), and interpersonal communication (McCroskey and 
Richmond 1977; Wheeless and Grotz 1977), as well as marketing (Andrade, Kaltcheva, 
and Weitz 2002; Jacobs, Hyman, and McQuitty 2001; John, Acquisti, and Loewenstein 
2011; Phelps, Novak and Ferrell2000; Moon 2000; White 2004). It has been studied in 
various contexts including work environments (e.g., Dumas, Rothbard, and Phillips 2008), 
patient-therapist relationships (e.g., Jourard 1964; Rogers 1961 ), friendships (e.g., 
Derlega, Wilson, and Chaikin 1976), romantic relationships (e.g., Hendrick 1981), and 
consumer-salesperson relationships (e.g., Jiang et al. 201 0). 
2. Process, Motives, and Types of Self-Disclosure 
My thesis examines self-disclosure (i.e., the act of revealing personal information 
that ranges from demographic information to feelings, thoughts, values, experiences, and 
self-concepts) as a core construct and investigates the effect of different types of self-
disclosure on persuasion. Thus, the necessary first step is to understand "types" of self-
disclosures that are exchanged through online communication media. 
Before discussing types of self-disclosure, however, I will review briefly how 
people make self-disclosures to others (process), and why people communicate such 
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personal information with others (motives), in order to introduce existing bodies of work 
on this topic of self-disclosure. Then, I will review what types of self-disclosures 
individuals exchange (types). 
Regarding how self-disclosure is communicated, Weiten, Lloyd, and Lashley 
(1990) defined self-disclosure as the voluntary act of verbally communicating personal 
information about oneself to another. Self-disclosure can occur upon request, but in many 
cases, self-disclosure occurs naturally as a part of our daily conversations without any 
request from the other party. It is communicated through either spoken or written words. 
To address why people reveal their personal information to others, researchers 
have identified as key motives of self-disclosure: enhancing relationship closeness 
(Altman and Taylor 1973; Sanderson and Cantor 1997); attaining social validation and 
control (Archer 1987; Miller and Read 1987); reducing uncertainty about a situation or 
relationship (Berger and Calabrese 1975); and maintaining trust between partners 
(Pennebaker et al. 1990). Enhancing relationship closeness drives individuals to reveal 
personal information with the expectation of a reciprocal exchange of information from 
the counter party (Gouldner 1960). With respect to social validation motives, individuals 
divulge personal information in order to receive feedback or affirmation from others. The 
social control motive is related to one's impression formation; that is, people disclose 
information selectively in order to establish a good impression or to manage their 
reputations and agency. Further, people exchange information about themselves with 
others to reduce situational uncertainty and relational ambiguity. 
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To understand what constitutes self-disclosure and its influence on various 
outcomes (e.g., relationship satisfaction, relational longevity, stress coping, and well-
being), social psychology researchers have developed two major taxonomies: Altman's 
and Taylor's (1973) three layered categorization scheme and Collin' s and Miller' s (1994) 
dichotomy. Altman and Taylor (1973) classify self-disclosure by the degree of intimacy, 
suggesting that interpersonal communication proceeds gradually from relatively 
superficial, non-intimate levels to deeper, more intimate ones. They identify three layers 
of self-disclosure: peripheral, intermediate, and core. In the peripheral layer, information 
is concerned primarily with biographic data (e.g., gender, age, family, hometown, 
occupation). In the intermediate layer, attitudes, values, and opinions are exposed. At the 
core, personal beliefs, needs, and fears are revealed. Altman and Taylor (1973) 
considered core self-disclosures as those pertaining to what is most private to the 
individual. 
In contrast, Collins and Miller categorize self-disclosure as descriptive 
information (e.g., gender, name, occupation, nationality, political affiliation) and 
evaluative information (e.g. , feelings, preferences, and attitudes toward a certain person, 
object, or experience). Descriptive self-disclosure is factual personal information that is 
relatively more objective, while evaluative self-disclosure may reflect disclosers ' own 
understanding of themselves, which is relatively more subjective. The distinction 
between descriptive and evaluative self-disclosure depends on whether disclosure is fact 
or perception-based. Compare the following two statements: "I have been running for 
five plus years every day and have had four pairs of running shoes," and "I am a sewing 
master." Although both statements inform readers about a communicator, the former is 
fact-based information about a communicator's experience with a product (descriptive 
self-disclosure), while the latter is a communicator's own self-perception or evaluation 
(evaluative self-disclosure). 
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Between these two widely accepted taxonomies, for this dissertation, I adopt 
Altman's and Taylor's (1973) categorization to examine the effect of self-disclosure on 
persuasion. Essay 2, in particular, focuses on core self-disclosure, which is also known as 
intimate self-disclosure. The key distinction between intimate self-disclosure and other 
types of self-disclosure lies in a communicator's feeling of vulnerability - an inevitable, 
susceptible feeling that is embedded in the act of disclosing private information to others 
(Derlega et al. 1993; Kelly and McKillop 1996). Through opening one's inner, core self 
and becoming vulnerable to another person, close relationships can develop (Altman and 
Taylor 1973). Vulnerability can be expressed in a variety of ways, including the exposure 
of one' s private self and the giving of anything that is considered to be a personal 
belonging. 
Intimate self-disclosure has both descriptive (i.e., factual information that may be 
objective in its tone) and evaluative (i.e., perception-based information, such as feelings, 
preferences, and attitudes toward a certain person, object, or experience) components: see 
Collins and Miller (1994) for descriptive and evaluative disclosures. For example, Oprah 
Winfrey' s disclosure ofher childhood abuse (i.e., descriptive self-disclosure) and her 
reflection on that experience (i.e. , evaluative self-disclosure) are both intimate self-
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disclosures, as both have the potential to make Oprah feel psychologically and 
emotionally vulnerable. Likewise, a mommy blogger's sharing of her miscarriage 
experience (i.e., descriptive self-disclosure) and her disclosures of depression associated 
with the miscarriage (i.e., evaluative self-disclosure) are both examples of intimate self-
disclosures. A more detailed literature review on intimate self-disclosure will be provided 
in Chapter 3. 
3. Overview of Research Questions 
A growing number of researchers and practitioners have recognized that we are 
currently witnessing a fundamental transformation in the practice of marketing 
communications. The mass-targeting, broadcast model of marketing communication is 
losing its stance and has been de-emphasized in favor of relationship building and 
personalized, one-to-one marketing (Peppers and Rogers 1993). With the introduction of 
social media, this transformation has been accelerated dramatically and expanded to 
include consumer-to-consumer communications. 
"Self-disclosure" lies at the center of this transformation. In the online context, 
where information exchanges usually occur among strangers, a communicator's self-
disclosure functions as a cue that an audience relies on to evaluate the trustworthiness and 
persuasiveness of the message. Self-disclosure allows people to cultivate long-term, 
personalized relationships with their audience on social media. 
Acknowledging the importance of self-disclosure in online communications, the 
two essays in this dissertation research investigate how bloggers can use disclosure of 
their feelings, thoughts, and experiences to increase trust and build relationships with 
their audiences, thus increasing the persuasive effect of their WOM messages. More 
specifically, each essay asks the following questions: 
Essay 1. Bloggers ' Communication Strategies 
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• Research Question: How do specific persuasion elements actually operate in 
blogs and, in particular, what kinds of communication strategies should bloggers 
use in order to increase the effectiveness and persuasiveness of their messages? 
Essay 2. Sharing Intimate Personal Stories with Strangers on Social Media 
• Research Question: How does a communicator's intimate self-disclosure either 
enhance or mitigate the persuasiveness of their WOM messages depending on the 
nature of the relationship between the communicator (i.e. , communal and 
exchange) and the audience? 
The first essay is a qualitative study ofbloggers' communication practices, in 
which postings on a variety of blogs were analyzed. Drawing on both the communication 
and social psychology literatures, this essay develops a conceptual framework of how 
blogs can be categorized based on audiences' perceptions and how bloggers use different 
strategies to shape or shift their audiences' perceptions and increase the persuasiveness of 
their messages. Specifically, it suggests that bloggers use two distinct communication 
strategies: (a) developing and sustaining an illusion of relationship between the blogger 
and the reader in order to individualize the communication and (b) maintaining a level of 
ambiguity about their commercial interests in order to conceal the commercial nature of 
some blogs. Tactics underlying the use of these strategies as well as the efficacy and 
ethics of these practices are discussed. 
The second essay examines how intimate self-disclosure (i.e., sharing a deeper 
level of personal information that may involve risk and a feeling of vulnerability) 
influences the communicator's ability to persuade. In an analysis of four studies, this 
essay demonstrates how a communicator's intimate self-disclosure is perceived and 
processed by his or her audience in different types of relationships (communal vs. 
exchange) and how it affects the persuasive impact ofthe message. 
Overview of Dissertation 
Essay 1. 
Bloggers' Communication Strategies Ambiguity in 
Commercial 
Interests 
Self- A Feeling of Illusion of ~ ___ ?> Persuasion 
Disclosure ~ Intimacy Relationship 










Chapter 2. CAN YOUR BUSINESS HAVE 1 MILLION FRIENDS? 
UNDERSTANDING AND USING BLOGS AS ONE-TO-ONE MASS MEDIA 
Introduction 
Rumi: It's a day of errands for me .. wearing vintage collar, Ralph Lauren blazer, 
Zara skirt, Celine bag and sunglasses, and Rag & Bone boots. 
Comment: I remember that blazer! It's super old, right? It's neat to see 
how it still fits into your style now, like 5 years later haha. This is why I 
can never do a decent closet cleanse - I feel like I'll want to wear it again 
later . 
. Comment: You always look great when things get hectic. And I've told 
you before how well you wear Celine. 
Comment: My day started as an errand day and ended up being a 
shopping spree day! Hope yours was great too! 
This posting by famous fashion blogger Rumi (fashiontoast.com) along with three 
of the many comments that she received on that day illustrate how Rumi has successfully 
created a communication environment where brands are discussed and celebrated but also 
where friendships and intimate relationships might prevail. Although it is unlikely that 
Rumi has a meaningful relationship with each of her 133,672 readers, it is clear that 
many of them believe they have a close friendship with her. They relate to and connect 
with her at an interpersonal level, sharing slice of life stories, remembering past events, 
and engaging in brand level discussions. This level of closeness is rather counterintuitive 
especially if we consider that blogs are, by definition, a form of broadcast media in which 
a blogger shares his or her views with a large audience. It is therefore worthwhile 
understanding how bloggers develop different communication strategies that allow them 
to achieve specific communication objectives. 
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Although by their inherent nature blogs are a form of one-to-many mass media, 
we propose that not all blogs adhere to the principles of traditional mass communication 
models. On one hand, we acknowledge that some blogs may follow a broadcast model 
where the bloggers serve as the focal sources or messengers of information and where 
their readers are the target recipients of that information. These types ofblogs adhere to 
communication and persuasion principles similar to those that govern other forms of 
mass media communication (e.g., broadcast advertising or print ads). In other blogs, 
however, readers may feel that they play an integral role in the communication exchange. 
In these instances, readers perceive the blogs to be interpersonal and conversational 
spaces. In other words, blogs can be a unique form of a one-to-many broadcast medium 
that functions like a one-to-one communication model. Indeed, as shown in my 
introductory example, some bloggers like Rumi are able to relate very personally to, and 
ultimately influence, a large audience by developing an intimate communication style. In 
these cases, readers feel as ifthey are having one-to-one conversations with the blogger. 
Unlike advertising and other broadcast media, the overall effectiveness of these one-to-
one blogs appears to stem from the personal and intimate relationship that bloggers are 
able to form with their many readers. Thus, the objective of this chapter is to describe 
how specific persuasion elements actually operate in blogs and in particular what kinds of 
communication strategies bloggers should use in order to increase the effectiveness and 
persuasiveness of their messages. 
• Research Question: How do specific persuasion elements actually operate in 
blogs and in particular what kinds of communication strategies bloggers 
should use in order to increase the effectiveness and persuasiveness of their 
messages? 
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Specifically, in this chapter, by drawing from theory on persuasion in both one-to-
one and one-to-many communication media as well as observing a series of blogs, we 
develop a theoretical framework that explains how blogs can be categorized based on 
audiences' perceptions and how bloggers use different strategies to shape or shift their 
audiences' perceptions and increase the persuasiveness of their messages. As we develop 
this framework, we also recognize that some blogs might have direct commercial 
interests (e.g., a company blog) while others might not have immediate commercial 
interests linked with the content of the blogs (e.g., a product reviews blog by an 
independent news organization). This distinction is important as we believe that readers 
will resist or yield to persuasion attempts differently based on their perceptions of the 
existence of bloggers' commercial interests. Furthermore, we suggest that third party 
bloggers (those not directly affiliated with a company or product) often try to maintain an 
appearance of commercial independence even if they have commercial interests of their 
own. We will discuss the efficacy and ethics of these practices. 
Background 
Although blogs are a form of one-to-many mass media, the interaction between 
bloggers and readers on many blogs resembles one-to-one communications between 
friends. In this chapter we pay close attention to these instances and describe the 
communication strategies that bloggers use to be more persuasive and to achieve the 
efficiency of one-to-many communication with the effectiveness of one-to-one 
communication. In particular, we posit that bloggers may use two distinguishable 
communication strategies: (a) developing and sustaining an illusion of relationship 
between the blogger and the reader in order to individualize the communication and (b) 
maintaining a level of ambiguity in their commercial interests in order to conceal the 
commercial nature of some blogs. 
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First, many bloggers seek to escape the distant, impersonal and one-size-fits-all 
nature of most one-to-many communication models. However, that goal has to be 
reconciled with the recognition that these bloggers can't have meaningful and 
personalized relationships with each of their readers. Thus, in order to balance these 
countervailing forces, bloggers create illusions of relationships. They achieve the 
perception of relationship intimacy by disclosing personal information and explicitly 
discussing their life events and concerns (Collins and Miller 1994; Fletcher and Kerr 
2010; Murray, Holmes, and Griffin 1996). Although they lack a real, lived, and one-to-
one relationship where trust is built over time through direct interactions, these intimacy-
creating mechanisms allow audience members to feel connected to the bloggers and to 
feel they have relationships with the bloggers. As a result, the readers are likely to trust 
the bloggers and might be more prone to follow their recommendations (Chai and Kim 
2010; Giffin 1967; Winster and Swamynathan 2010), 
While building an illusion of relationship is a frequently implemented strategy on 
blogs, some bloggers also use a second strategy, that is, ambiguity in their commercial 
interests. Bloggers' own commercial interests are often difficult to identify, vague and 
potentially contradictory (Nardi et al. 2004) and consequently, readers don't always 
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comprehend if the basis of communication is a friendship, a pure commercial relationship, 
or a commercial friendship (e.g., Price and Arnauld 1999). Although it is an ethically 
questionable practice, bloggers might attempt to conceal their commercial interests in 
order to increase their perceived credibility and persuasion effectiveness. Because online 
content is often consumer-generated, bloggers might want to cultivate the impression that 
they are part of this consumer centered ethos and appear to be independent of marketers' 
influence, thereby increasing trust in the information and its potential persuasive impact 
(Bickart and Schindler 2001 ). Even though ambiguous or hidden commercial motives 
might decrease readers' skepticism and increase blogger's persuasion effectiveness, the 
practice raises public policy concerns as consumers are more likely to accept information 
as objective and therefore potentially be misled by deceptive information they consider 
emanating from consumers like them (Balasubramanian 1994; Darke and Ritchie 2007; 
Petty and Andrew 2008). 
This chapter provides insights into social media strategies through the 
development of a categorization framework based on how blogs' communication 
strategies are perceived by their readers. In Section 1, we first discuss how blogs function, 
especially if I consider them according to a strict categorization as one-to-many (mass-
media) forums. However, we also relax this definitional perspective and allow for a more 
nuanced categorization based on how readers perceive blogs. This allows us to develop a 
framework organized around two strategic communication dimensions: (a) the perceived 
target audience (mass versus one-to-one); and (b) the perceived level of the blogger 's 
commercial interest (explicit commercial interests versus no explicit commercial 
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interests) . The two dimensions allow us to identify four different types ofblogs. In 
Section 2, we elaborate on two communication strategies that bloggers use to create these 
perceptions, namely: (a) illusion of relationship and (b) ambiguity in commercial 
interests. In particular, we examine how bloggers use these strategies (either 
independently or in combination) to refashion the rules of one-to-one communication to 
accommodate a mass audience. By selectively using these strategies, bloggers can shift 
and/or maintain the position of their blogs within the typology identified in Section 1. 
Finally, in Section 3, we discuss the practical implications of this framework for bloggers, 
including specific approaches for increasing the persuasive impact of blogs as well as 
ethical issues associated with the use of these strategies. 
Section 1: How Do Readers Perceive Blogs? 
In this section, we develop a categorization scheme by first considering how blogs 
actually function as a one-to-many communication medium. Then, we describe how this 
categorization scheme changes when we consider how blogs are perceived by their 
audiences. My analysis results in categorization ofblogs based on two dimensions: (a) 
the perceived target audience (mass versus one-to-one); and (b) the blogger's 
communication interest (explicit commercial interests versus no explicit commercial 
interests). 
We explore the lived exchange of online WOM in a naturalistic setting. My 
research approach is qualitative (e.g., content analysis) and aims to generate propositions 
about the nature ofblogs and bloggers' communication strategies that can be subject to 
further testing and verification. My investigation focuses on communications on blogs. 
The blog context is highly relevant to my study because blogs have been increasingly 
popular venues of WOM communications. Through iterative process of developing the 
categorization scheme for blogs, we posit that blogs are unique case of one-to-many 
broadcast medium that functions like one-to-one communication. 
• Proposition 1: Blogs are a unique case of one-to-many broadcast medium 
that functions like one-to-one communication 
1. Blogs as One-to-Many Mass Media 
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Blogs are "frequently updated web pages with a series of archived posts, typically 
in reverse-chronological order" (Nardi et al. , 2004, p.1 ). Blog content can be provided by 
an individual writer or can be curated from a variety of sources (Blood 2002; Herring et 
al. 2005). In either case, blogs function as a mass communication medium in which 
content provided by a particular source is distributed to a large audience (Hoffman and 
Novak 1996). Because of their mass target audiences, we would expect blogs to function 
similarly to other mass media (for examples of mass-media communication, see McQuail 
1987). 
Indeed, the defining characteristic of traditional one-to-many media is in their 
capacity for mass production and dissemination of messages. Blogs can be seen as a 
modern manifestation of older forms of technology enabled mass media, allowing for 
communication with a large and largely anonymous audience (Schramm 1954). Similar 
to mass media where messages flow widely from a small set of sources to a large target 
population (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955), messages on blogs also flow from the blogger 
through a network of blog followers. Thus, blogs can be seen as a reinvented form of a 
well understood communication process: a one-to-many communication that transfers 
messages on a massive scale. 
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Although, by definition, all blogs function as mass media, the blogger's intentions 
can be either commercial or non-commercial. This distinction is illustrated in Figure 1. 
In order to offer bases of comparison and contextualize the different types of blogs, 
Figure 1 also includes some examples of other forms of marketing communications (the 
white circles in the figure). We refer to blogs that have an explicit commercial interest 
and that target a mass audience as Commercial Blogs (see upper left quadrant in Figure 1). 
• Commercial Blogs are blogs that are perceived as communicating with a 
mass audience and have explicit commercial interests behind their 
communication 
Commercial blogs include corporate blogs as well as blogs focused on specific 
brands. The authors of these blogs (whether it is an individual or a corporation) generate 
income through their blogs (e.g., via ads or affiliate programs run through the blog site) 
or through the sales of their own products or services as a result from the blogging 
activity. For example, the corporate blog of Sephora (blog.sephora.com) provides 
descriptions of giveaways and products sold by Sephora. Thus, it builds the Sephora 
brand and leads to product sales through the Sephora website or its numerous brick and 
mortar retail outlets. 
Commercial blogs are not necessarily sponsored by corporations. For example, 
the mommy blog "5 Minutes for Mom" (www.5minutesformom.com) has an explicit 
commercial interest. Over 90 percent of the posts on this blog are product 
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recommendations, most of which are sponsored reviews. Indeed, Susan and Janice, the 
bloggers behind "5 Minutes for Mom" actively seek marketing opportunities and 
explicitly state that: 
Susan and Janice: 5 Minutes for Mom. com is the perfect website for promoting 
products of interest to mothers. We are a family friendly site, committed to 
maintaining an atmosphere of respect and positivity. Since our website is a 
combination of shopping and parenting related topics, our readers expect and 
want us to inform them about quality products. We specialize in creating exciting, 








Figure 1. Basic Blog Types and Selected Other Communication Forms 
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At the other end of the continuum is what we refer to as Market Maven Blogs (see 
lower left quadrant in Figure 1 ). These blogs have no explicit commercial intent, and in 
fact, the bloggers go out of their way to avoid appearing biased by possible commercial 
conflicts. These blogs are typically focused on providing information on a specific topic 
to a mass audience. They are similar to the independent journalistic reviews that one 
might encounter in a newspaper or magazine. 
• Market Maven Blogs are blogs that are perceived as communicating with a 
mass audience and have no explicit commercial interests behind their 
communication. 
For example, the popular tech review blog by Walter Mossberg, Mossblog, 
(allthingsd.com) falls into this category as he provides reviews for tech gadgets without 
accepting any money, free products, or anything else of value, from advertising agencies 
or companies whose products he features. He provides a very clear and detailed ethics 
statement to assure the reader of his lack of a commercial interest: 
Mossberg: Here is a statement of my ethics and coverage policies. It is more than 
most of you want to know, but, in the age of suspicion of the media, I am laying it 
all out. I am not an objective news reporter, and am not responsible for business 
coverage of technology companies. I am a subjective opinion columnist, a 
reviewer of consumer technology products and a commentator on technology 
issues. I don't accept any money, free products, or anything else of value, from 
the companies whose products I cover, or from their public relations or 
advertising agencies. I also don 't accept trips, speaking fees, or product discounts 
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from companies whose products I cover, or from their public relations or 
advertising agencies. I don 't serve as a consultant to any companies, or serve on 
any corporate boards or advisory boards. The products I review are typically lent 
to me by their manufacturers for a few weeks or months. I return any products I 
am lent for review, except for items of minor value that companies typically don 't 
want back, such as computer mice or inexpensive software. In the case of these 
items, I either discard them or give them away to charity. 
As shown in Figure 1, Commercial and Market Maven blogs target mass 
audiences but have different commercial interests. It should be noted, however, that this 
categorization is based on readers' perceptions based on the overall actions and 
communications of the bloggers rather than the actual motives ofthe bloggers. Usually, 
blogs' readers have access to limited information regarding bloggers' real motives, blogs' 
intended target audience and audience size, and in particular the real underlying 
commercial incentives/interests that bloggers might have. The important distinction 
between commercial and non-commercial interests is thus perceived rather than actual. 
For example, when professional golfer Michelle Wie writes about her thoughts and 
experiences on her blog (ablackflamingo.blogspot.com), her commercial interests and 
intended audience may be unclear to readers. She has no advertisements on her blog and 
does not sell anything directly, so there are no overtly explicit commercial interests. Wie 
wrote the following about her attendance at the Evian Masters Junior Cup: 
Wie: Gave out the trophies to the winners of the Evian Masters Junior cup! 
Congratulations France! Evian is AWESOME. .. but... I miss my puppppy!!! 
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Because she writes solely about her personal experiences and displays no 
advertising, readers are likely to perceive Wie's blog as having no explicit commercial 
interest. Her blog, however, is likely to increase awareness of golf events such as the 
Evian Masters Junior cup (events for which she might get an appearance fee), and more 
generally increase Wie's brand equity and marketability as a sports celebrity and 
corporate endorser. Thus, it is arguable that she has underlying commercial interests 
linked to her blogging. Further, when Wie says she misses her puppy, it sounds more like 
a message directed at a friendly acquaintance rather than a promotional message targeted 
at a mass audience. In conclusion, although her blog is a sport celebrity blog directed at 
her numerous fans, a mass commercial audience, the content of the blog seems designed 
to avoid the perception of explicit commercial interests and encourage the perception of a 
one-to-one relationship with her readers. 
We can see from this example that both the bloggers' interests (explicit 
commercial interests versus no explicit commercial interests) and intended target 
audience (mass versus on-to-one) may not be fully apparent based on a surface reading of 
the content. Further, readers' perceptions could be influenced by specific cues on the 
website. For example, significant advertising on the blog might suggest commercial 
interests, while personal photographs might suggest a lack of commercial interest. We 
will discuss these differences further in the next section. By providing a better 
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understanding ofthe characteristics that drive audiences' categorization ofblogs, we can 
provide specific input to bloggers on how to better manage their intended positioning. 
2. Blogs as One-to-One Media 
As discussed above, blogs are inherently mass communication media with 
varying degrees of explicit commercial interests. However, as suggested by my last 
example, readers might also distinguish amongst blogs based on perceptions of the 
audience as either a mass audience or an individual reader. Because some blogs allow for 
extensive and personal interaction between the blogger and the reader, audiences may 
perceive these blogs as one-to-one communication media. Thus, audiences can develop 
an illusion that they have a close, intimate relationship with a blogger. 
For example, food blogger, Katie (katieatthekitchendoor.com) wrote about her 
inner thoughts, feelings, and experiences when introducing a new recipe: 
Katie: When you picture yourself happy, what do you see? And I don't mean this 
in a melodramatic, how-do-you-really-want-to-live-your-life way. And I don't 
mean to imply that I am unhappy and thinking about the "if onlys" all the 
time. What I mean is, when you 're having a crappy day at work, or you miss the 
bus and get stuck walking home and it's sleeting, or you're feeling uninspired and 
bored, what is the image that pops into your mind? The very first one, before you 
actively construct a daydream? When I picture myself happy, I am usually alone. 
Is that weird? Alone, but not lonely ..... . No matter, whether you 're an introvert 
or an extrovert, you're cooking for a crowd or just for yourself on a random 
weeknight, this [recipe] is sure to please .... 
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As shown below, Katie's audience responded as if they were having a one-to-one 
conversation in a private setting: 
Comment: I am very much like you ... . ! enjoy the company of others, but truly 
enjoy my downtime. I am not sure if I would call myself an introvert, but an 
extrovert I am not. Maybe just a mid-vert. A boring weekend to most is refreshing 
to me. I like to busy myself, by myself I would have to say that my happy place is 
either in a grove of trees or somewhere wide and open. !find I get the same 
comfort from a wide open prairie or the ocean ... wide open spaces please my soul. 
Glad I am not the only one :) 
As shown in Figure 2, in addition to variation in the extent to which commercial 
interests are explicit versus non-explicit, blogs can vary in the degree to which the 
perceived audience is mass versus one-to-one. Thus, we expand the typology from Figure 
1 and identify two additional types ofblogs, for a total of four types. In addition to 
Commercial Blogs (upper left quadrant; blogs with explicit commercial interests and a 
perceived mass target audience) and Market Maven Blogs (lower left quadrant; blogs 
with no explicit commercial interests and a perceived mass target audience), we identify 
two types ofblogs that are perceived to be targeting an individual: Commercial 
Friendship Blogs (upper right quadrant; blogs with explicit commercial interests and a 
perceived one-to-one target audience) and Community-Based Friendship Blogs (lower 
right quadrant; blogs with no explicit commercial interests and a perceived one-to-one 
target audience). 
Explicit 





Figure 2. Perceived Blog Types and Selected Other Communication Forms 
As illustrated above, Katie's blog (katieatthekitchendoor.com) falls into the 
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Community-Based Friendship category. Community-Based Friendship blogs do not have 
explicit commercial interests and readers perceive that the blogger is talking directly to 
them on a one-to-one basis. These bloggers ' posts are driven mostly by their excitement 
or knowledge about a specific topic and connecting with others who share these interests. 
For example, Katie's blog focuses on sharing information about cooking and recipes. Yet, 
contrary to market maven blogs, these blogs are not limited to communication about the 
focal topic of interest (e.g. cooking in Katie's case) but also include communications 
exchanges about intimate issues such as emotions, personal stories and life concerns. 
• Community-Based Friendship Blogs are blogs that are perceived as 
communicating on a one-to-one basis with their target audience and have no 
explicit commercial interests. 
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Commercial Friendships blogs also include similar personal communications. In 
these blogs, however, bloggers also communicate their explicit commercial interests and 
leverage the perceived one-to-one connections they have with each audience member as a 
mechanism for increasing revenue. 
• Commercial Friendship Blogs are blogs that are perceived as 
communicating on a one-to-one basis with their target audience and have 
explicit commercial interests. 
For example, Jill's blog (Glamamom.com) includes many sponsored reviews and 
her commercial intent is clear. As the example below illustrates, however, Jill also creates 
a feeling of intimacy by including personal details within the sponsored post: 
Jill: Thanks to Kohl 's, a lucky group of Glam Media's personal style bloggers 
and I received glamorous, Rock & Republic makeovers last month at Beaver 
Studio in Lower Manhattan. I'd been working on the launch of Rock & 
Republic for Kohl 's all winter, so it was a blast to finally try on all the clothes and 
accessories I'd seen on the runway and been drooling over. Pasternak led us in a 
short but demanding workout of drills that rotated between walking squats and 
shujjling, arm curls with his own "Harley Bar, "planking, jumping, and jogging, 
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to a soundtrack of his A-list clients including: Lady Gaga, Katy Perry, and Kesha. 
I was definitely huffing and puffing and mega-sore the next couple of days but 
today !feel great and am super inspired by Pasternak's recommendations. 
We took home two of his books: The 5-Factor Diet and the newly released The 5-
Factor World Diet, which outline Pasternak's 5-Factor principles- jive meals a 
day, jive core ingredients, and jive-minute prep-times. They also include great 
recipes and pantry-stocking tips. I love trying new workouts and it's always a 
treat to gain insight into how celebs maintain those rock hard bodies. Thanks 
to Lady Foot Locker, New Balance, and Harley Pasternak for having us, and 
to Warrior Fitness Boot Camp for hosting. 
Jill's readers do not appear to be bothered by this sponsored post, as illustrated by the 
following responses: 
Comment 1: You look good even when you work out? I I ... I still like you. 
Comment 2: Omg you're gorgeous, work out gear and all .. . 
In sum, we suggest that there is a discrepancy between how blogs should be 
expected to function based on their mass media nature and how they actually work based 
on the four ways in which readers may perceive them. The multifaceted nature ofblogs is 
influenced mainly by the communication strategies used by bloggers. Specifically, 
readers perceive blogs differently depending on cues such as the blog's layout, its 
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communication content (including the mix of personal anecdotes, product reviews, 
sponsored posts, contests, disclosures, and other types of information), the number of 
advertisements, and the number of responses to comments. These kinds of cues are 
central to the execution of a blogger's communication strategy. We propose that by 
strategically managing these cues, bloggers can effectively position themselves in one of 
the quadrants in Figure 2. In Section 2, we provide some specific strategies that bloggers 
may use to shift or maintain the audience's perception of a blog. 
Section 2: What Kinds of Communication Strategies Do Bloggers Use to Increase 
the Effectiveness and Persuasiveness of Their Messages? 
In Section 1, we suggested that there is a discrepancy between how blogs should 
function if we think of them as a type of traditional mass media versus the four different 
ways in which audiences may perceive blogs. In particular, the reader's impression of a 
blog appears to reflect a mixture of "reality" and "illusion", both in regards to the 
intended target audience and the explicitness ofthe commercial interest of the blogger. 
We now describe how the perception of blogs can shift or be maintained through the use 
oftwo communication strategies: (a) illusion of relationship and (b) ambiguity in 
commercial interests. 
• Proposition 2: Bloggers use oftwo communication strategies (a) illusion of 
relationship and (b) ambiguity in commercial interests to shift or maintain the 
perception of blogs. 
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1. How Do Bloggers Create an Illusion of Relationship? 
The illusion of relationship strategy seeks to build intimacy and perception of 
close interpersonal relationship between the blogger and the reader. It is akin to the 
seduction strategy that has been described in marketing and rhetorics (Deighton and 
Grayson 1995; Simon 1996) where the communicator uses charm and support to enhance 
trust and thus be more persuasive. To better understand how the illusion of a relationship 
is created and maintained in blogs, we draw from the relationships literature. We focus on 
social penetration theory (e.g., Altman and Taylor 1973), the literature on tie strength 
(e.g., Granovetter 1973), and the similarity-attraction hypothesis (e.g., Berscheid and 
Walster 1978; Byrne 1971). Understanding how bloggers create an intimate feel is 
important because when a relationship is strong and intimate, a receiver perceives the 
communicator as credible and trustworthy and thus is more likely to follow her 
recommendation (Bansal and Voyer 2000; Goldenberg, Libai, and Muller 2001 ). 
• Illusion of Relationship refers to a strategy that bloggers use to shift readers' 
perceptions ofthe blog away from a mass audience toward a one-to-one 
audience. The strategy creates a feeling of intimacy and personalized 
relationship between bloggers and their audience. 
In order to leverage the benefits of the illusion of relationship strategy, bloggers 
intentionally create an intimate communication environment by using the following 
tactics: (a) increasing the depth (quality) as well as the breadth (quantity) of self-
disclosures (Cozby 1973; Derlega and Berg 1987; Altman and Taylor 1973), (b) 
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increasing the frequency and the duration of interactions (Granovetter 1973; Marsden and 
Campbell 1984 ), and (c) increasing the perception of shared common interests (Berscheid 
and Walster 1978; Byrne 1971; Marry 2005; Rose 1985; Weiss and Lowenthal1975) 
outside the focal topic area. These efforts, in tum, increase the reader's trust in the blog. 
Figure 3 illustrates how the use of the illusion of relationship strategy can shift readers' 
perceptions of the blog away from a mass audience toward a one-to-one audience. In 
addition, implementation of this strategy can help bloggers maintain the perception of 
being a one-to-one medium once they have created Commercial Friendship blogs or 
Community-Based Friendship blogs. In this section we explore in greater depth the three 







Note: Straight arrows indicate the use of the illusion of relationship 
strategy in order to reposition a blog away from mass media. The 
circular arrows indicate the use of the illusion of relationship 
strategy in order to maintain the perception of 1-to-1relationship. 
Figure 3. Illusion of Relationship Strategy 
a. Increasing the Depth and Breadth of Self-Disclosures 
One tactic used by bloggers to create a sense of intimacy is to disclose personal 
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. Social penetration theory (Altman and Taylor 1973) 
posits that "self-disclosures" allow individuals to develop relational "closeness" as 
information exchange moves from superficial to intimate levels. Self-disclosure is 
broadly defined as providing others with personal information about oneself (Cozby 
1973; Derlega and Berg 1987; Jourard 1971). More specifically, self-disclosure is 
32 
33 
communication that "includes any information exchange that refers to the self, including 
personal states, dispositions, events in the past, and plans for the future" (Derlega and 
Grzelak 1979, p. 152). 
Self-disclosure is frequently used by bloggers. For example, Michael Sheehan, a 
technology blogger (www.hightechdad.com) begins a posting about consumer clouds 
with the following self-disclosure: 
Michael: I have multiple personalities. No, I'm not schizophrenic but I do have 
alter egos. During the day, I live and breathe cloud computing with my job as 
Technology Evangelist at GoGrid, a cloud infrastructure provider. And then the 
rest of my hours when I'm awake, I'm a dad, husband and technologist, trying to 
figure out how it all fits together without busting at the seams. 
In this post, Michael tells the reader that he is a father and husband. In addition, 
he describes his job. These self-disclosures help the reader identify with Michael and 
provide perspective on the information discussed in his blog postings. Michael's self-
disclosures are relatively fact-based (although he does admit to some anxiety with his 
multiple roles). Some bloggers, however, provide deeper and more revealing self-
disclosures. For example, blogger Tracey, on Just Another Mommy Blog (tracey-
justanothermommyblog. blogspot.com) posted the following description of being at home 
alone with her newborn son: 
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Tracey: I was utterly alone in my new motherhood. Well, not utterly. I had plenty 
of family who loved me. I had friends who adored my son. But there wasn't a 
single, solitary soul who was home during the day to talk to. There wasn't anyone 
who was marching through the infancy stage with me. Justin was rapidly nearing 
his sixth week and I was rapidly approaching my return to the office. Torn by the 
overwhelming desire for human contact and the primal need to stay with my baby, 
I was a gigantic mess of hormones and mood swings. I am so grateful for the 
Internet. What I wouldn't have done for its instant connection to similar people 
and similar issues. I love you, Internet. You beautifUl, shiny, brilliant creature. 
Muwah. 
In this post, Tracey discloses some very personal and emotional life concerns: the 
deep loneliness she felt being home alone with her first child, and her relief in finding 
similar people on the Internet. Her readers respond by reaffirming the anxiety that Tracey 
feels and disclosing their own feelings of loneliness at this point in their lives: 
Comment 1: I feel the same way now. I live in a neighborhood where everyone 
works all day long. So I am all alone M-F. I know poor me but it is lonely. It is 
really hard to find good friends. Especially friends that you would be friends with 
even if you didn't have kids. :) 
Comment 2: I am so sorry sweets. I know what that's like. We were the first 
couple in our social circle to have a child. It was hard to relate to them and even 
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worse .. .I had no one to talk to during the day. When I reached out to my OB after 
"losing my marbles" he made me sign up for a mom and babies group. I had no 
idea it even existed. Those women saved me more times than I can count. The 
internet is an amazing supportive place, but sometimes you just need that physical 
presence. 
Comment 3: oh my gosh! This breaks my heart! You are SO not alone--we have 
all been in those depths of despair--e-mail/comment any time for commiseration 
from afellow mom-who-is-there. In the meantime, thanks for your honesty!:) 
Tracey' s emotional self-disclosures evoke reciprocal revelations from her readers, 
as well as offers of support. These comments reflect how disclosing deeply personal 
information can induce genuine intimate exchange, resulting in a relationship that is more 
meaningful and enduring. In this specific case, it is clear that Tracey's blog is not a mass 
audience medium but rather a communication space where readers perceive they have a 
one-to-one relationship with the blogger. 
The types of self-disclosure illustrated in the previous two examples are 
consistent with social penetration theory, which suggests that self-disclosure proceeds in 
"layers" that represent levels of self-identity. Disclosure of factual information (e.g. , 
Michael's post above) presents a "public" self. In contrast, disclosure of values and deep 
emotions (such as Tracey ' s) reflect the inner self or one's core identity. Relational 
closeness is determined by the degree to which individuals disclose personal, sometimes 
vulnerable information about the self. Individuals, indeed, are much less likely to disclose 
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information closer to their inner core because of this increased perception of 
vulnerability. Readers, however, clearly appreciate a blogger's exposed vulnerability and 
interpret this as a manifestation of trust; trust that they in turn reciprocate toward the 
blogger. For example, notice how the reader in comment 3 thanks Tracey for her honesty 
in describing her loneliness. Likewise, we see this in the nature of the responses to 
photography blogger Amanda's (www.amandakern.com) post about her miscarriage. 
Amanda: The last few weeks I 've been keeping a pretty big secret from everyone 
in hopes to have shared great news today that our family was expecting our third 
child. However, after going to the doctor for the fourth time in just over two 
weeks it was confirmed today that the baby that I've been carrying for nearly 
seven weeks does not have a heartbeat. It's extremely tough to accept, but for the 
third time in just over ten years I have miscarried another baby. During these 
tough times I am reminded that our loss is heaven 's gain. 
Comment 1: Amanda, I knew you would express your feelings with writing and 
photography. It is a gift and talent God gave you and as you can tell, we all 
appreciate you letting us in that way. I can only say that I love you all and will be 
there in any way that you need me. I am so proud of you and Jason. You are 
beautiful parents. And Hope is such a great big sister. I don't know why this 
would happen to you again, but I know that only God could love that baby more. 
It's as you said, "Our loss is Heaven's gain ". I told Hope the baby was a tiny 
little angel that will be flickering around, watching over you all now. Keep your 
hearts open. You are surrounded by love. 
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Comment 2: I am in tears right now as I reply to you .. .I can 't begin to write even 
half of what you have put together in ... wow a wonderful self-expression of 
feelings. I can say I have been where you are now, but without the courage to tell 
anyone. 
Again, sharing with her readers such an intimate personal family tragedy results 
in eliciting reciprocal self-disclosures and enhancing trust in the blogger. 
In addition to revealing feelings, depth of self-disclosure can be enhanced by 
providing concrete details about the experience. Concrete information is more memorable, 
interesting, and easier to understand (see, for example, Rubin 1995; Sadoski, Goetz and 
Rodriguez 2000). One way to achieve depth in this way is through the posting of photos 
and videos. For example, mommy blogger Jamie (blondemomblog.com) visited Disney 
World with her family, and shared both a day-by-day description and photographs of the 
trip on her site. Readers respond by telling Jamie how much they enjoyed the photos. 
The photos provide readers with a deeper sense of Jamie's Disneyland experience. For 
example: 
Comment 1: Great photos! Thanks for giving me some ideas on what to expect 
inside Disneyland. I hope HK Disneyland is the same since I'll be closer to it. 
Comment 2: Never been to Disney World Thanks for sharing the pies. Would 
love to go one day! 
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Intimacy, and consequently trust, can also be increased by enhancing the breadth 
of self-disclosures, or how much information is exchanged through interaction (Altman 
and Taylor 1973). Bloggers who successfully implement the illusion of relationship 
strategy are likely to provide self-disclosures that are both not only deep and concrete 
(the examples above) but also broad. For example, Rachel, of Fit Mom's Blog 
(fitnessformommies.net) posts primarily about fitness-related topics, yet here she 
provides some breadth by describing her excitement and feelings about getting a haircut. 
Note that she also provides a link to photos and an earlier haircut story, increasing the 
depth of the post: 
Rachel: Women, how many of you love getting your hair done? Honestly, I 
do. It's so rare that I get to look like a girl (when my hairdresser does it) that I 
am excited to come home with a new "do". Remember this? {photos here} Also, I 
love the girl time in the chair where I have 1. 5 hours to chat with a girl on things 
that I don't normally have time or energy to talk about. Being a mommy doesn't 
allow for lots of uninterrupted chat time. Except, husband and boys don't seem to 
appreciate my new hairdo and leave me with comments like "that color makes 
you look like a teenager", or "your bangs look very banggggggy ... ", or mom, did 
you get your hair done, "yes", it looks "jlippy" and he makes the motion of a 
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fish. Husband (yes, I love you) is famous for his particular type of comment, such 
as _______ (says nothing and walks out the door)! 
We also see bloggers provide detailed accounts of many aspects of their life. For 
example, posts on Finslippy (www.finslippy.com) cover a diverse set oftopics about 
blogger Alice Bradley, including her overweight cat, her scratched cornea, working at 
home with her husband, and stories of her life as a middle school student. Because the 
self-disclosures are so comprehensive (and deep), readers feel that they are friends with 
Alice, as shown by the comments below in response to a post about a hat she received for 
Christmas: 
Comment 1: well, it's a good thing you know me, because while I don't have book 
smarts, life smart AND hat smarts I DO have. (god has truly blessed me, i know 
this.) And because I have hat smart, let me just say, you MUST wear that hat 
every day. It's simply amazing on you. 
Comment 2: Tricky Mubbles? Hat smarts? Oh, how I love you. 
Comment 3: I really think I might love you. I am as straight as the graphics in a 
geometry textbook, but still. Alice! I love you! Marry me in a totally non-gay way. 
To summarize, bloggers often open up about their lives and themselves by 
revealing their feelings, beliefs, attitudes, values, and deep emotions through their posts 
and photos in their blogs. Increasing both the depth and breadth of self-disclosures can 
strengthen the illusion of a relationship. Furthermore, sharing concrete details and 
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artifacts enhances the power of these self-disclosures. Popular bloggers use this strategy 
to build an intimate feeling, enhancing trust and loyalty among their readers. 
b. Increasing the Frequency and Duration of Interactions 
The second tactic bloggers can use to create an illusion of one-to-one relationship 
is to interact frequently with their audience and to encourage interaction over a longer 
period of time. Frequency of interaction, indeed, has long been studied as an important 
aspect of intimate relationships (e.g., Altman and Taylor 1973; Delia and O'Keefe 1979; 
Little 1972; Werner 1957). Similarly, sociologists examined the frequency of interaction 
as a foundation for strong ties, resulting in close relationships (e.g., Granovetter 1973; 
Marsden and Campbell1984; Weimann 1991). There is substantial evidence that 
increased frequency of interaction leads to closer relationships and associated outcomes. 
For example, frequency of interaction is positively correlated with marital happiness 
(Kirchler 1988). Likewise, routine casual conversation can allow relationship partners to 
predict each other's mood and behavior and reduce the probability of conflict (Metts 
1997). Couples who talk at the end of the workday on a regular basis have higher levels 
of satisfaction than those who do not (Vangelisti and Banski 1993). Further, everyday 
casual interaction provides a safe context within which more intimate conversations can 
take place and partners can learn about one another (Duck 1991). In sum, researchers 
conclude that everyday casual interaction plays a significant role in the development of 
intimate relationships (Duck 1991; Duck, Rutt, Hurst, and Strejc 1991; Stafford, Kline & 
Rankin 2004). 
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Bloggers who post regularly are able to develop a loyal, committed readership. A 
great example of this is blogger Heather B. Armstrong (dooce.com), who started her blog 
in February 2001 and as of March 2012 has 1.5 million followers on Twitter. Her blog 
includes both a "daily photo" (usually of her children) and a "daily chuck" (a photo of her 
dog). She also writes almost every day about some aspect of her life. This frequent 
posting encourages readers to check back in daily. Readers keep up with changes in 
Armstrong's life and relate them to their own. For example, a post that included a story 
about her dog Chuck elicited the following response from a reader: 
Comment: I started reading your blog as a single apartment-dweller who never 
was allowed a dog in her life by cat-loving parents and dog-hating landlords. I 
lived vicariously through you and Chuck, and always dreamed of having my own 
dog who would don eyeliner and retreat to the basement to listen to the Cure. (As 
I recall you describing him once.) An aging 80s former goth-girl myself, that 
sounded like the dog I've always wanted. Fast-forward to 2009, I am married with 
a house and yard that begs for a dog's playfulness, and my husband (not an 
animal/over at all) consents to my adoption of a gorgeous male pit bull rescue we 
named Giles. My dream came true - he is loving and smart, but also a brooder of 
the highest regard. Everything about him was perfect. 
As the comment above illustrates, "duration" of interaction is also important for 
building an intimate relationship. Duration refers to either the amount oftime an 
individual spends for a single interaction/conversation with their partner or the total 
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amount of time they spend to develop and maintain a particular relationship. Indeed, the 
amount of time couples spend participating in leisure activities together, conversations, or 
sharing tasks, is positively associated with their relational satisfaction (Reissman, Aron, 
and Bergen 1993; Richmond 1995) and strength ofties (Granovetter 1973; Marsden and 
Campbel11984). 
Another way that bloggers can increase the frequency and duration of interaction 
is by giving readers a reason to return to the blog each day. For example, Alice on 
Finslippy had a series of posts in which she described each ofher school years. The posts 
were accompanied by Alice's school photo for that year. By slowly revealing aspects of 
her life in this format, Alice encourages readers to return to the blog each day. Readers 
were excited about these posts and seemed to enjoy watching Alice's development 
through school and comparing it to their own, as shown in the following comments: 
Comment 1: Alice-- your 12th grade photo so painfully reminds me of my own 
senior year in HS. Why did I think it was a good idea to wear my mom's old 
work clothes from The Limited's "Outback Red" line to school? 
Comment 2: Man. You are really good at blending eye shadow. And, as others 
have noted, great teeth! I am sad this series has come to its end, yet I am so 
happy those teachers helped put you on the path to become the writer you are. 
I've been reading your blog since 2004 and laughing with you in the shallow end 
the whole time. Thanks for that! 
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By revealing her ups and downs during her school years, Alice is telling a story, 
which is an effective mechanism for increasing the frequency and duration of interaction 
with a blog. There is evidence that the use of narrative increases engagement and 
persuasion (e.g., Green and Brock 2000). When readers are engaged in a story, they don't 
simply visualize the narrative, but they actually mentally simulate the experience (see 
Zwaan and Radvansky 1998). This mental simulation process results in a number of 
outcomes, including increased perceptions of credibility, understanding and an increased 
likelihood to take action (Deighton, Romer, and McQueen 1989; Escalas 2004). 
For example, Gluten Free Girl (www.glutenfreegirl.com) is primarily a food blog 
featuring gluten-free recipes for people with celiac's disease. Yet since beginning 
blogging in 2005, writer Shauna often discloses details of her life that are unrelated to 
recipes. Readers have been following stories about her relationship with her now-
husband and their struggles with getting pregnant. Below is a reader's response to 
Shauna's announcement that she is pregnant: 
Comment: 0, felicitations to you both! I am so happy to read this! You have 
written so much about both of you wanting children and I would always read and 
feel a wish for you, you know, I mean, you said it, the odds at 41 .. . because you 
both seem so wonderful and authentic and open and will make such incredible 
parents. The way you both embrace the journey of life, and man, KIDS. You will 
see and I am glad for it. 
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From this post, the reader views this announcement as the happy ending to a story 
that has unfolded on the blog. The reader's post suggests that she has empathized with 
Shauna's story and has developed the perception of a personal relationship with Shauna 
as a result. 
To summarize, bloggers use several approaches to encourage readers to return to 
their blogs regularly and to continue to do so over a long period of time in an attempt to 
give readers the impression that they share a one-to-one relationship with the blogger. 
c. Increasing the Perception of Shared Common Interests 
The last tactic used by bloggers to create an illusion of one-to-one relationship is 
by discussing non-focal interests they share with their readers. Although these shared 
interests are outside the focal blog topics, readers feel more connected to the bloggers as 
a result of these shared interests (for example, fashion, music or sports). This tactic is 
somewhat different, but related to the tactic of increasing the breadth of self-disclosures. 
By increasing the breadth of self-disclosures, the blogger reveals more aspects of her 
personality and life to the readers, thereby giving readers the illusion of knowing her 
personally and intimately. On the other hand, by discussing non-focal interests, the 
blogger increases the chances of readers finding shared tastes/preferences with the 
blogger. In other words, this tactic allows readers to feel more similar to the blogger. 
Indeed, the similarity-attraction hypothesis posits that individuals are attracted to others 
who share similar characteristics (Byrne 1971). Specifically, the more similar two 
individuals think they are, the higher the attraction between them (Byrne and Nelson 
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1965). Likewise, lay theories for new friendships and maintaining ongoing friendships 
posit that friendships typically involve common or similar beliefs, interests, and activities 
(Marry 2005; Rose 1985; Weiss and Lowenthal1975). The literature on romantic 
relationships also suggests that shared interest is an important quality in a spouse and for 
a successful marriage (Harding, Phillips and Fogarty 1986). These similarity perceptions 
can be based on simple categories such as demographic characteristics, academic 
interests, leisure activities, personalities, and values (Fehr 2001). 
Similar logic applies to blogger-audience relationships. Shared interests are likely 
to create a connection and the illusion of relationship can be further developed by these 
shared interests outside the focal topic area. For example, if audiences read blog content 
that highlights similarity in interests (e.g., having a dog, love pink color) outside a focal 
topic, they may feel very close to a blogger and therefore relate more deeply with the 
blogger. For example, Donald, on Running and Rambling 
(www.runningandrambling.com) posts regularly about his runs and running-related 
products. Occasionally, however, he posts about other topics, including this post about 
the musician Natalie Merchant: 
Donald: My girlfriend got me into this band when we were dating, and they 
became one ofthefirst "bands with a conscience" that !fell really hardfor back 
in the late 80s and early 90s. Combine that with the fact that the girlfriend 
became my wife, and there will always be a soft spot in my heart for Natalie 
Merchant and company. 
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Donald then includes a video clip of Merchant's band (10,000 Maniacs) singing "Like the 
Weather". A reader commented on the shared interest in the music: 
Comment: My heart does a skip when I hear that song too, though it has nothing 
to do with falling in love. I used to hum it when I was training for my first 
marathon in rain .... 
To summarize, bloggers can use several tactics to implement the illusion of 
relationship strategy. First, they can disclose details of their life that reveal emotions and 
feelings and make them vulnerable to their audience in some way. Depth of disclosure 
can be increased via the use of photographs, as well as additional details. Broader 
disclosure should also enhance the illusion of relationship. Second, by posting 
frequently, responding to readers' comments, and by telling a story over time, bloggers 
can increase engagement with the blog and hence the frequency and duration of 
interaction with their audience, both of which increase the illusion of relationship. 
Finally, bloggers can connect with their readers by identifying shared interests beyond 
the blog topic, increasing perceptions of simiiarity. Together, these tactics should 
enhance the illusion of relationship and from the audiences' perspective, moving the blog 
from a one-to-many medium to a one-to-one medium. 
2. How Do Bloggers Increase Ambiguity in Commercial Interests? 
Some bloggers are agents or principals in commercial enterprises and thus have 
direct commercial interests linked to their blogging activities. However, the presence of 
commercial interests extends beyond just this group as many other bloggers also derive 
financial rewards from their blogging (e.g., through ads on their blogs, various types of 
affiliate programs, free goods sent to them etc.). Thus, although many bloggers have a 
commercial interest in blogging (they want to make money), they may not want their 
audience to be aware of this motive. 
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Audiences are more likely to resist persuasion attempts when they believe that the 
message source has an ulterior motive (Friestad and Wright 1994). In particular, in 
traditional one-to-many communication modes the audience is typically aware of the 
source's commercial interests and consequently approaches the source with suspicion 
(Boush, Friestad, and Rose 1994; Campbell and Kirmani 2000; Ford, Smith, and Swasy 
1990; Friestad and Wright 1994). For example, in mass media advertising, consumers are 
generally aware that the advertiser has a commercial interest in selling products or 
services. Based on this "persuasion knowledge", consumers develop strategies to cope 
with marketers' influence attempts (Friestad and Wright 1994) and may become broadly 
suspicious about the validity of advertising messages. Consumers use their knowledge of 
persuasion motives to identify, evaluate, and respond to these persuasion attempts, and 
the use of persuasion knowledge increases when the accessibility of ulterior motives, 
such as motive to persuade or make money, increases (Campbell and Kirmani 2000). For 
these reasons, bloggers may want to avoid such resistance, and thus may try to hide or 
obfuscate their commercial interests. 
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• Ambiguity in Commercial Interests refers to a strategy that bloggers use to 
deemphasize the presence of commercial interests. It disguises or hides the 
bloggers' commercial motives behind the communication. 
In the following section, I identify several tactics that bloggers can use as part of a 
strategy aimed at creating or maintaining ambiguity in their commercial interests. These 
tactics include (a) hiding commercial interests, (b) stressing communal/benevolent 
interests while acknowledging the existence of commercial interests, and (c) mixing 
content topics. Bloggers implement these tactics to reduce the tension created by their 
attempts to fulfill both, seemingly contradicting goals of making money and serving the 
needs of their audience through blogging. This tension increases as bloggers participate 
in word-of-mouth marketing campaigns (Kozinets et al. 2010) more frequently or when 
they display more of affiliate links in their posts and therefore, the need for the 
implementation of ambiguity in commercial interests strategy also increases. 
As shown in Figure 4, the ambiguity in commercial interest strategy and its 
associated tactics can be used to either shift perceptions of the blog from Commercial to 
Market Maven or from Commercial Friendship to Community-Based Friendship. In 
addition, this strategy (and tactics) can help bloggers in the lower half of Figure 4 
maintain perceptions that they do not have commercial interests. 
Explicit 
Commercial Interests 




Note: Straight arrows indicate the use of the ambiguity in 
commercial interests strategy in order to reduce the perceptions of 
explicit commercial interests in a blog. The circular arrows 
indicate the use of the ambiguity in commercial interests strategy 
in order to maintain the perception of no explicit commercial 
interests. 
Figure 4. Ambiguity in Commercial Interests Strategy 
a. Hiding Commercial Interests 
One approach taken by bloggers is to attempt to hide their commercial interests. 
This hiding commercial interests tactic is similar to "lying by omission" psychological 
manipulative tactic described in the psychology literature (Simon 1996). According to 
Simon (1996), this is a very subtle form of lying, in which a fair amount of the truth is 
concealed from the audience. Some bloggers, indeed, withhold the truth regarding their 
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commercial interests. For example, they may not explicitly reveal commercial interests 
in their word-of-mouth posts and their site may not include a conflict of interest 
disclosure policy statement. Thus, these bloggers operate as though they do not have 
commercial interests when they actually have such interests. For example, in a study of 
bloggers who had been seeded with a word-of-mouth marketing campaign about a cell 
phone, Kozinets et al. (20 1 0) found that a subset of the bloggers hid the existence of the 
sponsor in their posts about the phone. To conceal their commercial interests in the 
phone, these bloggers tended to focus more on describing the phone's features. 
In the U.S. this tactic is counter to the Federal Trade Commission guidelines for 
Use of Endorsements and Testimonials in Advertising (16 C.F.R. §§ 255.0-255.5), which 
mandates bloggers to disclose all forms of compensation they receive from the sponsor of 
a product or service. In practice, it appears that many bloggers in the U.S. are not fully 
compliant with the FTC rules. Even if there were no regulatory framework governing 
these practices, hiding one's commercial interests is arguably deceptive and unethical. 
There are various ways in which bloggers hide their commercial interests. First, 
they may simply not reveal participation in affiliate programs or other conflicts. For 
example, Legacy Learning and Smith, a company which sells a series of guitar-lesson 
DVDs was charged by the FTC with a failure to disclose that affiliates providing 
endorsements of the program via blogs and other social media received payment for sales 
generated (FTC press release, March 15 2011). Legacy paid the FTC $250,000 to settle 
these charges. 
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In addition, some bloggers obfuscate their commercial interests by making the 
sponsorship or affiliate disclosure policy very difficult to find on their blog. While some 
blogs have a clearly identified tab for "disclosures" on the top of the main page, others 
seem to walk a fine line by providing a disclosure statement but "burying" the link to it --
often in a small font size and dull color-- at the bottom of a long webpage where much 
scrolling is needed to find the link and where it seems that only a very motivated reader 
purposely hunting for it would actually encounter it. For example, Gabrielle of 
DesignMom blog (www.designmom.com) has her disclosure policy statement within the 
frequently asked questions (F AQ) section, rather than a separate tab. Within the F AQ, 
the policy statement is located at the bottom and requires a long scroll. Gabrielle's F AQ 
section starts with answers to questions about a unique sink, her work/life balance, and 
whether she plans to have more kids. She describes her sources of revenue and affiliate 
links at the very end ofthe FAQ. Though Gabrielle often discloses sponsorship or 
affiliate programs in a specific post, more general information about her policy is difficult 
to find. 
Further, the practice of having one "umbrella" affiliate or conflict disclosure 
versus including "post-specific" disclosures varies across sites, possibly creating 
additional ambiguity. While some sites have a site-wide disclosure policy, others such as 
The Blonde Mom Blog (blondemomblog.com) include disclosures with each specific 
give-away or offer. For example, in a post about a Vicks vaporizer give-away, the 
blogger Jamie provides the following disclosure: 
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Jamie: I am being compensated for my work this winter with Vicks but, as always, 
the words and stories I share with you are all my own. 
Although Jamie discloses her commercial interest, she seems to be aware of the 
potential loss of credibility and thus makes sure to stress that she is speaking her own 
words, with the implication that readers should still trust her. In a later post, she discloses 
her affiliation with Vicks in a less formal way, embedding it in a self-disclosure about her 
husband's allergies, the romance in her bedroom, and their need for sleep, probably in an 
effort to distance her opinions from her commercial interests linked with the brand: 
Jamie: Every winter we fire up our Vicks humidifier. In fact, it's been a hot and 
sexy bedside master bedroom item for a couple ofyears. (Ha, ha.) My husband 
has allergy issues and it helps keep the air hydrated and us feeling more restful in 
the morning which is pretty much the only selling point us parental types need, 
right? Sleep. It is like gold Yo. Since I'm working with Vicks this winter I want to 
share the humidifier love with you! One lucky reader will not only win a Vicks 
Warm Mist GermFree" Humidifier (germaphobes rejoice as it kills 99.999% of 
germs, mold, and bacteria before the steam even hits the air) but some other 
goodies mentioned below. 
As shown in this example, bloggers can obscure the tension between their 
commercial interests and the interests of their audience by connecting the sponsorship 
disclosure to a personal story. This way, the potential conflict may appear less salient to 
readers. In addition, Jamie does not reveal what she receives from Vicks, thus concealing 
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part of the truth from the audience. As a result, the nature of her relationship with Vick's 
(and hence, her commercial interest) is ambiguous and readers may be less suspicious of 
ulterior motives. 
Likewise, Bryanboy (www.bryanboy.com), a famous fashion blogger, showed 
photographs of a personalized iPad case he received from Valentino, along with a 
personalized note from the designer with an invitation to his show. Through this 
photograph, Bryanboy subtly discloses his relationship with the designer-namely, the 
designer gave Bryanboy an iPad case as an incentive to attend (and presumably promote) 
the Valentino show. Possibly because Bryanboy's disclosure is so subtle, readers' 
comments showed no trace of suspicion. Rather, they envied Bryanboy and went even 
fwther to provide some styling tips for that sponsored product. For example, one reader 
said; 
Comment: Ohh, it's beautiful!!! Now you need a white Pad to go with your new 
case and your future white Givenchy bag,·-) xx Emily 
To summarize, bloggers can hide their commercial interests in several ways. 
First, they can simply fail to disclose their relationship with the sponsor. They can also 
make it difficult for readers to locate a site-wide conflict disclosure statement. Finally, 
they can obfuscate when providing the conflict disclosure by embedding it in a personal 
story or by leaving out concrete details. In all cases, it becomes difficult for consumers to 
understand the nature of the relationship between the blogger and the sponsor, thus hiding 
commercial intent. 
54 
b. Stressing Benevolent Communal Interests 
A second tactic used in creating ambiguity with regards to commercial interests is 
to explicitly acknowledge the existence of commercial interests, but to also stress 
communal and benevolent motives. This tactic is similar to the rhetorical strategy of 
"playing the servant role" (Simon 1996). Playing the servant role allows communicators 
to hide their self-serving agenda by claiming instead that they are acting in service of the 
greater good of the community. Bloggers using this tactic downplay their commercial 
interests by suggesting they are motivated to help their audience obtain important product 
information, get a good deal, or participate in a give-away. For example, Kristen, who 
blogged at the Beauty Addict (www.beautyaddict.blogspot.com, no longer active) states 
explicitly in her disclosure policy that she received beauty products to review. Kristen 
also states that she cares about her readers' welfare and that the informational value of 
her reviews serves their benefit. Kristen's assurance regarding her devotion to her 
audience and community helps her stay persuasive while still disclosing her commercial 
interests. Because readers expect the editorial content of communal blogs to be 
benevolent and written based on personal experience with the products or services, they 
will often downplay the role of sponsors even when an explicit disclosure is made 
(Kozinets et al. 2010). 
Thus, by stressing her benevolent commitment to the community and by 
presenting information that is relevant and useful, framed within her own experiences and 
personal life stories, Kristen could remain persuasive. Even when she discloses her 
commercial interests, her readers refrain from resisting these types of persuasion attempt. 
In fact, her readers do not seem to care much about how she acquires the products she 
reviews or any potential conflict of interest, as ilh.:istrated by the comments below on a 
review of Victoria's Secret Beach Sexy Tan Moisturizer: 
Comment 1: Always lookingfor a good selftanner without the bad smell! So 
many of them smell after you leave them on for awhile. I am looking forward to 
trying this one! 
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Comment 2: Does this product come in SP F 3 0? I was also wondering, does it 
protect against UVA and UVB rays? It would be nice to see these things in a self-
tanner. 
Comment 3: This appears to have everything in it! I would love it if there was a 
purely zinc oxide sunscreen that had a 'natural' tanner too. Come on chemists, 
start inventing! 
c. Mixing Topics and Content Type 
Finally, bloggers can minimize perceptions of commercial interests by 
introducing a mix of loosely related topics and varying the type of content in their blogs. 
This tactic is similar to the "diversion" rhetorical tactic (Simon 1996), which is about 
introducing several diverse topics in an attempt to direct audience attention away from 
the persuasion goal. Specifically, discussing a variety of topics on a blog makes it 
difficult or impossible for the reader to identify whether the blogger has an underlying 
commercial interest. For example, over a two-week period, technology blogger Matt 
Cutts (www.mattcutts.com/blog/) posted about his 30 day challenges over the past year 
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(going vegan, growing a mustache, running a marathon, etc.), his wife's foot surgery, 
online privacy legislation, Google search games, and a book review. Given the diverse set 
of topics covered, readers may have difficulty discerning if Matt is pursuing some 
specific self-serving commercial interest with his blog. Likewise, a popular mommy blog, 
The Pioneer Woman (http:/ /thepioneerwoman.corn/), includes a mix of recipes, contests, 
decorating tips, photographs, and stories. Again, this diversity in content type makes it 
more difficult for the reader to identify the clear presence of a specific commercial 
interest for the blogger. As such, the default assumption is likely to be that there is no 
commercial interest. 
These strategies have a lasting effect because once readers make an inference 
about the presence or absence of commercial intent of a blog, they are likely to categorize 
it as such. Early on, readers may look for cues that indicate the blogger has commercial 
intent and thus cannot be trusted. These cues are harder to locate and isolate when faced 
with blogs that feature a diverse set of topics and content types. 
Section 3: Conclusion 
With the proliferation of social media outlets, consumers' use of social media as a 
primary information source has increased. Fifty percent of participants in a recent 
eMarketer trend survey said that they were influenced by information shared on social 
media when making a purchase decision (eMarketer, March 2011). Similarly, Facebook, 
Twitter, blogs, and consumer review sites were listed as very effective venues for 
consumers to gain access to new product information (Etailing Survey, September 2009). 
Thus, there is no doubt that social media is and will be a powerful marketing 
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communication tool and that business practitioners should consider developing social 
media strategies when they introduce a new product to the market, design marketing 
promotions/deals, and position their brands. However, the "how to" of social media 
marketing is still relatively unknown and remains mostly a black box. Practitioners have 
just started learning about social media by experimenting with numerous tactics (e.g., 
seeded word-of-mouth marketing, sponsoring influential bloggers) that would make their 
communication more effective and persuasive. By providing a typology of blogs and 
identifying key strategies used by bloggers to persuade their readers, my chapter is an 
attempt at demystifying this process. We identify tactics that bloggers use to influence 
readers and also shed some light on how these tactics shape readers' perceptions vis-a-vis 
the blogger. These insights should help marketers better tailor their social media 
strategies depending on their goals and the intended audience. 
In this chapter, we propose a categorization scheme for blogs based on the 
perceived target audience (mass versus one-to-one) and the perceived level of the 
blogger 's commercial interest (explicit commercial interests versus no explicit 
commercial interests). My proposed scheme provides insights to marketers looking to 
leverage social media marketing strategies as well as to bloggers attempting to maximize 
the persuasiveness and reach of their commtmication. Using this scheme, I categorized 
blogs into four types: Commercial, Market Maven , Commercial Friendship, and 
Community-Based Friendship. 
We discuss how bloggers can intentionally implement two key communication 
strategies, illusion of relationship and ambiguity in commercial interests to shift their 
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audiences' perceptions and thus make their messages more effective and persuasive. 
For instance, by using the illusion of relationship strategy, bloggers can shift their 
audiences' perception of their blogs from Commercial to Commercial Friendship and 
Market Maven to Community-Based Friendship. This perceptual shift from mass to one-
to-one may create a feeling of intimacy, increase the level of trust, and enhance the 
quality of the blogger-audience relationship. Such a shift can be achieved through 
increases in: (a) the depth and breadth of self-disclosures, (b) the frequency and duration 
of interactions, and (c) the perception of shared common interests. These tactics for 
achieving perceptual shifts from mass to one-to-one may help marketers build long-term, 
stable relationships with their target audience. 
The use of the ambiguity in communication interests strategy can shift audiences' 
perceptions of blogs from Commercial to Market Maven and Commercial Friendship to 
Community-Based Friendship. This perceptual shift from commercial blogs to non-
commercial creates a feeling of benevolence and care, increases audiences' trust towards 
the blogger, and strengthens the persuasive impact of the bloggers' messages. Such a 
shift can be attained through: (a) hiding commercial interests, (b) stressing benevolent 
communal interests, and (c) mixing diverse topics and content types. These practices for 
stimulating perceptual shifts from commercial to non-commercial can help business 
practitioners increase the persuasiveness of their marketing messages. 
We should also note the ethical and potential legal implications of using these 
strategies, in particular the ambiguity in commercial interests strategy. This strategy 
should only be used properly within the applicable ethical and legal framework (e.g. in 
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the US, this is governed by the Federal Trade Commission guideline 16 C.P.R.§§ 255.0-
255.5). If misused, it may raise consumer welfare concerns as people are more likely to 
be misled by deceptive information from peer sources (Balasubramanian 1994; Darke 
and Ritchie 2007; Petty and Andrew 2008). For example, consider the case of Salwa 
Mbarouk, a 22-year-old London designer and digital artist, who bought an e-book after 
reading a glowing blog review and then later realized that she was one of many 
consumers who had been misled by a company-sponsored review that posed as a third-
party blog (Wall Street Journal, 2009). This example represents the downside of 
"misused" blog marketing communication. Although, bloggers may benefit from not 
explicitly stating their commercial interests, they have a legal and ethical responsibility to 
not misuse this form of marketing communication. They have a responsibility to be 
explicit about their affiliation with as well as any compensation received from advertisers 
and sponsors. 
As evident from the various examples in this chapter, social media marketing is 
not a black box, but also not a magic bullet. Even though this chapter provides insights 
that can help practitioners leverage the power of blogs as a form of marketing 
communication, we need to further understand how blogs and social media are best 
integrated with other marketing strategies. This integration is even more complex if we 
consider that blogs are often only loosely affiliated with the company and thus not under 
its direct control. Thus, there is a need for future research in this area. 
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Future Research Directions 
Social media channels have changed not only the way in which consumers 
exchange and gather information but also the way researchers study persuasion. While 
most persuasion theory has been developed independently either for one-to-many 
broadcast medium or for one-to-one communication, the unique nature of blogs calls for 
additional understanding on how these two streams of persuasion research can be further 
integrated. Until now, extant studies on social media communication have been 
fragmented. Social network analysis connects micro level communication dyads to 
inform macro level flow of messages and provides a structural level analysis of 
information transmission. However, this method does not explain how and why 
persuasion among strangers is achieved in social media and what the persuasion bases are 
in these contexts. This integration of these two perspectives on persuasion is an exciting 
area with the potential to make significant contributions to both theory and practice. 
An additional step for a deeper understanding of persuasion in blogs would 
involve studying how the various types ofblogs differ in their persuasion bases (e.g., 
authority, relevance, individuation, fandom, etc.), as well as the relative effectiveness of 
these bases. Understanding the persuasion bases of each type ofblog is important because 
it can help managers identify the most effective strategies given their commercial 
interests and target audience. Further, it is important to understand how different bases of 
persuasion can be best used depending on the blogs ' stage of development. For example, 
for new bloggers trying to attract an audience, are the best persuasion bases relevance and 
authority? As bloggers' objectives switch from attracting an audience to maintaining an 
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audience, what is the best basis for persuasion? Examining how persuasion bases evolve 
over the life cycle of the blog is an important topic for future research. 
62 
Chapter 3. INTIMATE SELF-DISCLOSURE WITH STRANGERS ON SOCIAL 
MEDIA: BY SHARING INITMATE PERSONAL STORIES, CAN YOU MAKE 
YOUR WORD-OF-MOUTH MORE PERSUASIVE? 
Bryanboy: My biggest fear is to end up being that miserable, unhappy, bitter old 
queen who, at first glance, seem to have it all ... Every time I look at very 
successful people in the news, I always, always feel inferior because I haven't 
achieved anything significant in this world. 
Comment: I love those deep posts of yours. The challenge is yours to discover or 
create and then achieve. You have a strong voice and so much power thanks to 
your readers, fans and so called "followers" 
Comment: This was incredibly honest, and I'm glad you posted it. I feel the same 
way about myself sometimes when I come to your blog, so I was very surprised to 
see that you feel the same way about people you admire. 
www.bryanboy.com (May 13th 2012) 
In this blog post, the famous fashion blogger Bryanboy opens up about his fears, 
vulnerabilities, and feelings of inferiority. In turn, his audience appears to empathize and 
resonate with these revealing statements. In other words, Bryanboy uses intimate self-
disclosure (e.g., strong feelings, concerns, secrets, regrets, painful experiences) to relate 
to and connect with his audience at a very personal level - sharing emotions, exchanging 
slice of life stories, and even searching for life meanings together. In this example, 
sharing of intimate personal stories functions as a persuasive communication strategy 
which strengthens the relationship between a communicator and the audience. However, 
in some cases, revealing intimate personal details can negatively affect persuasion. For 
example, if we are not ready to hear private personal stories of a communicator and are 
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not interested in developing a relationship with that person, the communicator's uninvited 
sharing of intimate self-disclosure can be perceived as inappropriate or unnecessary, thus 
lowering persuasion. 
Despite the frequent occurrence of intimate self-disclosure on social media, its 
impact on persuasion is surprisingly underexplored. The existing work on this topic 
focuses on the impact of self-disclosure on psychological variables such as well-being 
(e.g., Buechel and Berger 2012; Ko and Kuo 2009) and mental health (e.g., Jourard 1964; 
Kelly 2002; Pennebaker 1995) or relationship variables such as relationship strength 
(e.g., Bak, Kim, and Oh 2012) and liking (e.g., Collins and Miller 1994). Research that 
directly examines the influence of self-disclosure on the persuasive impact of a speaker is 
limited. 
In this research, we examine (a) when sharing of intimate self-disclosure can help 
versus hurt a communicator's ability to persuade others and (b) the process underlying 
either positive or negative effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. Specifically, 
we focus on the role of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in the context of online 
communication between people who in most cases have never met face-to-face. 
Our research distinguishes itself from the previous work on self-disclosure in the 
online word-of-mouth (WOM) domain by focusing particularly on intimate self-
disclosures (i.e., sharing of a deeper level of personal information that may potentially 
involve risk and a feeling of vulnerability) that evoke a feeling of a deeper level of 
intimacy (Moon 2000) than identity-related, factual self-disclosures (i.e., information 
about one's personal facts such as name, occupation, and gender) that create a mere 
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similarity or dissimilarity perception. To date, existing works in this domain focus on the 
role of identity-related disclosures on the effectiveness (e.g., sales, persuasiveness) of 
online consumer reviews. For example, Forman, Ghose, and Wiesenfeld (2008) find a 
positive relationship between the presence of identity-related information (e.g., real 
name, location, hobby, birthday) in a product review and sales. Naylor, Lamberton, and 
Norton (2011) demonstrate that when limited or ambiguous identity-related information 
is revealed in a review, consumers assume that the reviewer has a preference similar to 
their own. Thus, a review with no identity information is often as persuasive as one that 
includes similar identity information. Both of these papers are pioneering works in this 
domain and have contributed significantly to enhance our understanding on the role of 
self-disclosures in online WOM. Their works, however, are silent about the potential 
influence a deeper level of self-disclosures can have on the persuasiveness of online 
WOM communication. 
The extant literature on self-disclosure and relationships provides evidence that 
intimate self-disclosure should enhance persuasion because a communicator's self-
disclosure creates a feeling of intimacy (Altman and Taylor 1973; Monsour 1992), 
evokes a norm of reciprocity (Derlega, Harris, and Chaikin 1973 ), and strengthens the 
communicator-audience relationship (Im, Lee, and Taylor 2008; Parks and Floyd 1996). 
Further, the persuasive impact of a communicator is enhanced in close, strong 
relationships (Bansal and Voyer 2000; Brown, Broderick and Lee 2007). This 
relationship between intimate self-disclosure and persuasion, however, may not always 
be positive and the possibility of negative impact has been scarcely studied in the 
literature. Specifically, in situations in which an audience is not expecting such an 
intimate exchange of private information, a communicator' s unexpected sharing of 
intimate self-disclosure can be perceived as a violation of norms, thus lowering 
persuasion. In other words, when shared personal details do not correspond to an 
audience's preexisting expectations regarding the communicator's behavior (i .e., 
violation of norm occurs), the audience may become less satisfied with the relationship 
(Burgoon et al. 1995; Levitt 1991 ), thus being less persuaded by the communicator's 
message. 
65 
To reconcile this gap, we argue that the effect of intimate self-disclosure on the 
persuasive impact of a message is moderated by the nature of the communicator-audience 
relationship. Specifically, we examine two types of relationships (Clark and Mills 1979, 
1993): communal (i.e., communicators in this type of relationship feel responsible for 
audiences' welfare and thus feel obligated to respond positively to the needs of 
consumers) and exchange (i.e., communicators in this type of relationship are concerned 
about the benefit they receive in exchange for what they give). 
Across four studies, we examine how a blogger' s sharing of intimate self-
disclosure influences the likelihood that the audience will follow the blogger's 
subsequent product recommendation (i.e., word-of-mouth). Study 1 tests our central 
hypothesis that relationship type (communal vs. exchange) moderates the effects of 
intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. Study 2 identifies the boundary condition under 
which intimate self-disclosure lowers persuasion in a communal relationship. Study 3 
examines when the negative effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion diminishes in 
an exchange relationship and how the relative salience of competing norms affects 
persuasion. Study 4 replicates Study 1 in the different context. 
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To summarize, the objective of this research is to provide insights into online 
WOM strategies through the development of a conceptual framework that explains how 
online communicators (specifically bloggers) share intimate self-disclosures in their 
WOM messages and how such sharing of intimate personal stories is perceived and 
processed by their audiences in different types of relationships. 
Section 1. Theoretical Framework 
1. What is Intimate Self-Disclosure? 
Self-disclosure is the act of revealing any personal information about oneself to 
another (Cozby 1973; Derlega and Berg 1987; Jourard 1971). The Johari window (Luft 
1969, see Figure 5) has graphically illustrated self-disclosure. Specifically, it has 
categorized openness in relationship into four windows: public, private, blind, and 
unknown. Public window indicates the part of the self that is known to both oneself and 
others, while private window refers to the part of the self that is not known to others but 
is known to oneself. Blind window represents the part of the self that is not known to 
oneself but is known to others. In contrast, unknown window indicates the part of the self 
that is not known to oneself or others. When a communicator reveals previously unknown 
information about the self to others so that it can become shared knowledge between two 
parties, a communicator is shifting a private window to a public window. Researchers 
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refer to this shared personal information and the process of revealing as self-disclosure 
(Altman and Taylor 1973; Collins and Miller 1994). 
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Figure 5. The Johari Window 
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painful memories 
Intimate self-disclosure is one type of self-disclosure that occurs at the borderline 
(shaded area in Figure 5) where a communicator shares the most private information, 
which may involve risk and a feeling of vulnerability (Miller, Berg, and Archer 1983; · 
Moon 2000). It indicates a communicator's disclosure of the innermost self (Miller, Berg, 
and Archer 1983; Moon 2000) and includes strong feelings, concerns, secrets, regrets, 
hurtful experiences, and painful memories. Further, it has its conceptual basis in the 
social penetration theory, which suggests that interpersonal communication develops 
from relatively shallow, non-intimate stages to deeper, more intimate ones through a 
communicator's self-disclosures (Altman and Taylor 1987). 
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The key distinction between intimate self-disclosure and other types of self-
disclosure lies in "a feeling of vulnerability" - an inevitable, susceptible feeling that is 
embedded in the act of disclosing private information to others (Derlega and Berg 1987; 
Kelly and McKillop 1996). Vulnerability can be expressed in a variety of ways. It can 
result from a psychological/ emotional state ("I am ashamed of revealing my private self." 
"If I tell him about my emotional state, he will look down on me"), involve physical harm 
("If they know what I did, they will come and get me") or encompass material damage 
("If someone steals my cell phone, I will be in a trouble") (Moon 2000). 
While most of existing works define intimate self-disclosure from the perspective 
of a communicator, our research conceptualizes intimate self-disclosure from the 
perspective of an audience. Specifically, when an audience believes that a 
communicator's self-disclosure has a potential to make a communicator feel vulnerable, 
intimate self-disclosure is said to occur. We make such distinction to avoid any potential 
confusion and to conceptualize intimate self-disclosure in accordance with the 
operationalization of the construct. In sum, intimate self-disclosure indicates high risk 
personal information or stories about one's inner self that may be perceived as involving 
a feeling of vulnerability once such intimate information becomes a shared knowledge 
between two parties - a communicator and an audience. 
• Intimate Self-Disclosure indicates sharing of a deeper level of personal 
information about the private, inner self, such as feelings, emotions, values, 
secrets, and self-concepts that the audience perceives as entailing a certain 
level of risk or a vulnerable feeling to a communicator. 
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Barak and Gluck-Ofri's (2007) categorization provides specific examples of 
intimate self-disclosures (see Table 1). According to their scheme, intimate self-
disclosure falls into the third category, which includes expressions of deep thoughts and 
feelings such as hurtful memories, secrets, humiliation, agony, anxiety, depression, fears, 
pain, etc. Specific examples of intimate self-disclosure are: "I am desperate. I don't want 
to live anymore"; "I am so afraid. I am shaking with fear (Barak and Gluck-Ofri 2007, 
p.41 0)"; "I lost my child during my pregnancy"; and "I have been in jail." 
Table 1. Definitions and Examples of Three Levels of Self-Disclosure 
Category Level Definition Examples 
Self- 1 No expression of experiences, Writing may include a 
Disclosure thoughts, and feelings at all; A prosaic description of facts 
more fact-based, objective or personal ideas, without 
description expressing any emotions or 
affective relevance 
2 Expressions of some mild "I was frustrated by getting 
feelings, such as confusion or a B in math. I envied my 
inconvenience; expressing girlfriends for getting 
ordinary experiences, higher marks." 
concerns, thoughts, "I am tired of my boss. He 
frustrations, or minor makes me nervous." 
deficiency 
3 Expressions of hurtful or "I lost my child during my 
painful experiences and deep pregnancy." 
feelings, including "I am desperate. I don't 
humiliation, agony, anxiety, want to live anymore. Kill 
depression, fears, pain, etc. me now" 
"There is nobody home. I 
am so afraid. Oh, my God. 
I am shaking with fear." 
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As noted, we conceptualize intimate self-disclosure by the existence of vulnerable 
feelings, not by content structures. Indeed, we treat both structures- descriptive and 
evaluative- as intimate self-disclosure provided that they incur a feeling of vulnerability. 
As shown above, intimate self-disclosure (the third level of disclosure in Table 1) has 
both descriptive (i.e., factual information that may be objective in its tone) and evaluative 
(i.e., perception-based information such as feelings, preferences, and attitudes toward a 
certain person, object, or experience) components to it (see Collins and Miller 1994 for 
descriptive and evaluative disclosures). Specifically, based on our conceptualization, 
Oprah Winfrey's sharing of her childhood abuse (i.e., descriptive self-disclosure) and her 
reflection on that experience (i.e., evaluative self-disclosure) are both intimate self-
disclosures since both have a potential to make Oprah feel psychologically and 
emotionally vulnerable. Moreover, a mommy blogger's sharing of her miscarriage 
experience (i.e., descriptive self-disclosure) and her disclosures of depression related to 
the miscarriage (i.e., evaluative self-disclosure) are both examples of intimate self-
disclosures. 
Despite a vulnerable feeling associated with intimate self-disclosure, online 
communicators such as bloggers frequently share their personal stories with strangers on 
social media and such intimate self-disclosure appears to increase audiences' feeling of 
intimacy, connectedness, and trustworthiness (Kim et al. 2013). But, does this sharing of 
intimate personal information always increase trust as well as persuasion? Under what 
conditions does a communicator's sharing of intimate self-disclosure either increase or 
reduce the persuasiveness of his or her WOM? In the next section, we will review 
various streams of literature to discuss potential positive versus negative impacts that 
intimate self-disclosures can have on persuasion. 
2. Intimate Self-Disclosure and Persuasion 
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In the context of online word-of-mouth (WOM), information exchange occurs 
typically among strangers, and an audience can learn about a communicator only through 
the communicator' s own disclosure of his or her identity, thoughts, feelings , expertise 
and product involvement. Thus, a communicator's self-disclosure functions as a cue that 
audiences use to supplement product information when making purchase decisions 
(Forman, Ghose, and Wiesenfeld 2008; Naylor, Lamberton, and Norton 2011). It helps an 
audience to infer the trustworthiness and reliability of the recommender. Online 
communicators such as bloggers disclose intimate personal stories to connect more 
deeply with their audience and to create an illusion of relationship (Kim et al. 2013). The 
famous fashion blogger Bryan boy, for example, could achieve a high level of intimacy 
with his audience through intimate self-disclosure (Kim et al. 2013). 
a. Positive Effect of Intimate Self-Disclosure on Persuasion 
The literature on self-disclosure and WOM has provided evidence that intimate 
self-disclosure may increase persuasion by strengthening the relationship. Specifically, 
the social penetration theory (Altman and Taylor 1973) suggests that disclosing more of 
one' s inner self (i.e., intimate self-disclosure) increases a feeling of intimacy as well as 
the strength ofthe relationship. Collins and Miller (1994) similarly suggest that intimate 
self-disclosures are central to the development and maintenance of relationships and find 
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that individuals who disclose more about themselves are liked more than those who 
disclose less. A similar positive effect of an intimate self-disclosure on relationship 
strength has been found in numerous studies on friendships. Building on the social 
penetration theory, Walker and Wright (1976) have empirically tested that the level of 
friendship increases as a function of self-disclosure. Morry (2005) also finds that the 
depth of self-disclosure is positively associated with friendship closeness and satisfaction. 
Together, the psychological and relationship literature suggests that a deeper level of self-
disclosure creates a feeling of intimacy (Altman and Taylor 1973), evokes a norm of 
reciprocity (Derlega, Harris, and Chaikin 1976), and strengthens relationships (Im, Lee, 
and Taylor 2008) with their audience. 
The positive effect of a strengthened relationship on persuasion has been well 
documented in various contexts. Particularly in the WOM context, these strengthened 
relationships, namely strong ties, are known to increase the persuasive impact of a 
communicator's message on a recipient. Indeed, the literature on social ties and WOM 
suggests that strong relationships generally increase the trustworthiness of the message 
and thus the likelihood that audiences adopt a communicator's recommendations (Bansal 
and Voyer 2000; Brown, Broderick and Lee 2007). Moreover, consumers are known to 
trust information from their friends and families more than that from mere acquaintances 
(Brown, Broderick and Lee 2007). They are also less skeptical about recommendations 
they receive from people to whom they can relate and connect (Brown, Broderick, and 
Lee 2007). Stanko, Bonner, and Calantone (2007) similarly find a positive link between 
tie strength and persuasion in the buyer-seller context. Specifically, they suggest that 
relationship strength is positively associated with a buyer's commitment to a selling 
organization. 
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In sum, findings from the psychology, relationship, persuasion, and WOM 
literature generally assume a positive relationship between intimate self-disclosure and 
the persuasiveness ofWOM. However, the link between the two has not yet been clearly 
established in the literature. Im et al. (2008) have provided more direct evidence of the 
positive relationship between self-disclosure and persuasion, but from the perspective of 
a communicator. Specifically, they find that, after being requested to disclose more on a 
web site, visitors to the site rate subsequent advertising of the products or services on that 
site more positively. This research, however, is different from that oflm et al. (2008) in 
that we focus on the effect of a communicator's self-disclosure on audience' attitudes and 
behaviors, not on a communicator's. 
b. Negative Effect of Intimate Self-Disclosure on Persuasion 
The relationship between intimate self-disclosure and persuasion, however, may 
not always be positive. In particular, a communicator's act of sharing intimate self-
disclosure may mitigate the persuasiveness of WOM in a certain type of relationship in 
which audiences are not ready for such an intimate exchange of private information. The 
reasoning for this thesis lies in the reciprocal nature of self-disclosure. According to the 
self-disclosure literature, when a communicator reveals intimate personal information, 
the expectation is that a recipient should reciprocate the communicator's sharing of 
intimate self-disclosure by disclosing his or her own intimate personal information in 
return (Derlega, Harris, and Chaikin 1974). Thus, if a recipient is not fully ready for such 
a deeper level of disclosure, or if a recipient's expectation for the relationship does not 
correspond to the type of information a recipient is receiving, sharing of intimate self-
disclosure may create a feeling of discomfort or a perception of norm violation. 
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Cialdini's (1993) notion of uninvited favor reinforces my thesis. According to the 
rule of reciprocity, a communicator who makes uninvited first favors (e.g., sharing of 
private information) automatically triggers the exchanges of a recipient's personal 
information in return by leveraging the recipient's feeling of discomfort over the 
indebtedness and obligation to give back (Cialdini 1993). Particularly in the online 
communication setting in which recipients have limited control over types of information 
they are willing to be exposed to, recipients put the choice of communicated contents in 
the hands of communicators and thus can frequently feel frustrated and uneasy about the 
private information of a communicator they are not ready to listen to. 
In sum, in such relationships where an exchange of private information is not 
expected or where it is deemed as a norm violation, a communicator's act of sharing 
intimate self-disclosure may not necessarily increase a feeling of intimacy and the 
relationship strength. Rather, it may create a feeling of discomfort and inappropriateness, 
thus lowering the persuasiveness of a communicator's WOM. 
3. The Role of Relationship Norms in Persuasion 
As noted, it is still unclear under what conditions a communicator' s intimate self-
disclosure will enhance or mitigate the persuasiveness ofWOM. To reconcile this, we 
propose that the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion is moderated by the 
nature ofthe relationship between the communicator and the audience. Specifically, we 
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examine two types of relationships (Clark and Mills 1979, 1993): (a) communal 
relationships, in which individuals feel responsible for the partner's welfare and thus feel 
obligated to respond positively to the needs ofthe partner and (b) exchange relationships, 
in which individuals are concerned about the benefits they receive in return for what they 
provide. More specifically, in communal relationships, people "give benefits in response 
to needs, or to demonstrate a general concern for the other person. In [these] relationships, 
the receipt of a benefit does not change the recipient's obligation to respond to the other's 
needs" (Clark and Mills 1993, p. 684). Conversely, in exchange relationships, people 
give benefits "with the expectation of receiving a comparable benefit in return or as 
repayment for a benefit received previously" (Clark and Mills 1993, p. 684). Exchange 
relationships are more transactional in their nature. 
Our key intuition is that an audience may perceive and process a communicator's 
intimate self-disclosure differently based on communication norms that are expected to 
guide their relationship. Norms, by definition, are guiding principles, rules that people 
use to determine what would be the right way to behave in given situations (Gibbs 1981; 
Heide and John 1992; Thibaut and Kelley 1959). Indeed, marketing researchers have 
provided evidence that consumers use norms of interpersonal relationships as a guiding 
principle in their evaluation of a brand (Aggarwal 2004), in brand information processing 
(Aggarwal and Law 2005), in their attitude toward loss (Aggarwal and Zhang 2006), and 
in their responses to service failures (Wan, Hui, and Wyer Jr. 2011). Specifically, we 
hypothesize that when bloggers have a communal (exchange) relationship with their 
audience, the persuasive impact of intimate self-disclosures increases (decreases) relative 
to a no-disclosure control condition. The effect is mediated by trust and norm violation. 
Specific reasoning behind these hypotheses will be presented in the next section. 
Section 2. Research Design 
Overview of Studies 
Across four studies, we examine how a blogger's sharing of intimate personal 
stories (i.e., intimate self-disclosure) influences the likelihood that an audience will 
follow the blogger' s subsequent product recommendation in different types of 
relationships. 
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Study 1 tests our central hypothesis that relationship type (communal vs. 
exchange) moderates the effects of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion (hvpothesis 1). 
In study 1, participants are told that they have either a communal or exchange 
relationship with a fitness blogger. They then read two posts by this blogger: (a) an initial 
post that is manipulated to signal a communal vs. exchange relationship with the 
audience; and (b) a second post where the blogger recommends a fitness book and 
intimate self-disclosure is manipulated. In the intimate self-disclosure condition, the 
blogger reveals emotional hardships after a bad breakup, while in the no intimate self-
disclosure condition, the blogger does not divulge any private information. We then 
measure purchase intent toward the recommend book. 
The results show that when bloggers have a communal (exchange) relationship 
with their audience, the persuasive impact of sharing intimate self-disclosure increases 
(decreases) relative to a no-disclosure control condition. The effect is mediated by trust 
77 
and by the perceived violation of relationship norms (hypothesis 2). 
Study 2 identifies conditions under which intimate self-disclosure lowers 
persuasion in a communal relationship. Specifically, in study 2 we hypothesize that 
extremely intimate self-disclosure will decrease the persuasiveness of a blogger' s 
message, due to a violation of the norms (hypothesis 3). Study 2 is identical to study 1 
except that we use only the communal condition and that we add a third condition where 
the blogger reveals an extremely intimate self-disclosure. We observe a curvilinear 
pattern, where moderate levels of self-disclosure result in the highest level of purchase 
intent. 
Study 3 examines how intimate self-disclosure can increase the persuasiveness of 
a blogger's message in an exchange relationship. In this study, we also test how the 
relative salience of competing norms affects persuasion. Especially when a blogger's 
intimate personal information is given as a response to a reader's intimate self-disclosure 
(i.e., when a norm of reciprocity becomes salient), readers may no longer perceive such 
solicited disclosures as a violation of relationship norms but as a deliberate effort to 
follow the norm of reciprocity, thus resulting in increased persuasion. In other words, 
when readers are aware that a blogger' s intimate self-disclosure is given to match the 
intimacy level of a reader's self-disclosure, the negative effect of intimate self-disclosure 
on persuasion can be diminished. Study 3 is identical to study 1 except that we use only 
the exchange condition and a blogger discloses intimate personal story to reciprocate a 
reader's intimate self-disclosure. 
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Study 4 replicates study 1 and tests our interaction hypothesis (hypothesis 1) in 
the different context (e.g. , a mobile app recommendation) to increase the external validity 
of the findings. We expect to find the similar patterns of results observed in study 1. 
In sum, expected relationship norms play a critical role in determining how 
consumers perceive and process an online communicator's intimate self-disclosure in 
WOM. In a communal relationship, uninvited sharing of intimate personal stories 
increases persuasion while, in an exchange relationship, it lowers the persuasiveness of 
WOM (Study 1 & 4). However, even in a communal relationship where intimate self-
disclosure generally helps persuasion, sharing of extremely secretive personal details (i.e. , 
extremely intimate self-disclosure) can significantly lower the persuasiveness of WOM as 
such disclosure is perceived as a violation of norms (Study 2). In an exchange 
relationship where intimate self-disclosure generally hurts persuasion, intimate self-
disclosure can increase the persuasiveness ofWOM provided the blogger' s sharing of 
intimate self-disclosure occurs in return of a reader's intimate self-disclosure (Study 3). 
In other words, when readers are aware that intimate self-disclosure is given to 
reciprocate a reader's intimate self-disclosure, a blogger's intimate personal story is no 
longer perceived as a violation of exchange relationship norms, but as a conforming act 
of reciprocity norms, thus increasing the persuasiveness of WOM. 
1. Study 1: When Does Intimate Self-Disclosure Either Help or Hurt the 
Persuasiveness of the Message? 
In study 1, we test whether relationship type (communal vs. exchange) moderates 
the effects of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion (hypothesis 1). Specifically, we 
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examine whether a communicator's sharing of intimate self-disclosure (e.g., 
vulnerabilities, inferior feelings, secrets, etc.) influences the persuasiveness ofWOM 
differently depending on the type of relationship (communal vs. exchange) readers expect 
to have with a communicator. Drawing from the self-disclosure, relationship and 
persuasion literature, we hypothesize that when a blogger has a communal (exchange) 
relationship with their audience, the persuasive impact of intimate self-disclosure 
increases (decreases) relative to no-disclosure control condition. 
In communal relationships, individuals feel responsible for others' welfare and 
thus feel obligated to respond positively to the needs ofothers (Brehm 1992; Clark and 
Mills 1979, 1993) and this feeling of responsibility may be reflected in their messages. In 
addition, individuals in communal relationships (as compared exchange relationships) are 
expected to be more sensitive to others' emotional states (Bigelow 1977; Graziano and 
Mooney 1984 ). Thus, in these relationships, sharing of intimate self-disclosure is 
considered as a natural, appropriate topic for a casual conversation, a trust-building 
attempt, and an effective communication tool that strengthens the relationship (Collins 
and Miller 1994; Marry 2005; Walker and Wright 1976). The strengthened relationship 
may, in turn, enhance the persuasiveness of online WOM between individuals in a 
communal relationship. 
In exchange relationships, on the other hand, individuals are concerned about the 
benefit they receive in return of what they give (Clark and Mills 1993). Beneficial 
information is delivered to consumers with the expectation of receiving comparable 
benefits in return. In these relationships, an exchange of intimate self-disclosure is 
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considered as an inappropriate topic for a casual conversation and a violation of exchange 
norms. In exchange relationships where readers do not expect a communicator to share 
intimate personal stories, intimate self-disclosure can be a turn-off (Knox et al. 1997), 
thus decreasing the likelihood that a reader will follow a communicator's WOM. 
Formally stated our interaction hypotheses are as follow: 
Hla: When participants believe they have a communal relationship with a 
blogger, a blogger's intimate self-disclosure (vs. no self-disclosure) will increase 
the persuasiveness of the blogger's WOM (e.g., purchase intent and willingness to 
pay for the recommended product). 
Hlb: When participants believe they have an exchange relationship with a 
blogger, a blogger's intimate self-disclosure (vs. no disclosure) will decrease the 
persuasiveness ofthe blogger's WOM (e.g., purchase intent and willingness to 
pay for the recommended product). 
Furthermore, we expect this effect to be mediated by perceived violation of norms 
and trustworthiness of the blogger. Specifically, the suggested process explanation for the 
increase of persuasiveness in a communal relationship is trust, while the explanation for 
the reduction in an exchange relationship is norm violation. Specifically, in a communal 
relationship, readers may feel comfortable hearing a blogger's personal stories as intimate 
self-disclosure conforms to the norms of the relationship. Being open about personal 
matters can increase trust between a blogger and a reader, thus enhancing the persuasive 
impact of a blogger's WOM. On the other hand, in an exchange relationship, a blogger's 
intimate self-disclosure is perceived as inappropriate and as a violation of exchange 
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relationship norms, thus leading readers to be less persuaded by the blogger's WOM. 
Formally stated our mediation hypotheses are as follow: 
H2a: In a communal relationship, the positive effect of intimate self-disclosure on 
persuasion is mediated by the increased trustworthiness of the blogger. 
H2b: In an exchange relationship, the negative effect of intimate self-disclosure 










Figure 6. Conceptual Model 
a. Design and Participants 
Persuasion 
Participants were 265 adults recruited from the Mturk Panels (www.Mturk.com, n 
= 136) and undergraduate students enrolled in an introductory statistics course (n = 129). 
Mturk participants were paid $0.50 for their participation in the study, while the students 
received partial course credit. Random assignment was used to assign participants to one 
of four conditions in a 2 (relationship type: communal vs. exchange) x 2 (intimate 
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disclosure: no intimate vs. intimate) between-subject design. Analyses were run with all 
265 participants (52% females). Additional descriptive information (e.g., age, education) 
of participants is shown in Table 2. 
Table 2. Demographics of Participants 
Age Frequency Education Frequency 
20-30 185 Middle School 1 
31-40 39 High School 73 
41-50 23 Vocational/Technical School 25 
51-60 11 Bachelor's Degree 152 
61-70 7 Master' s Degree 12 
Total 265 PhD/ Professional Degree 2 
Total 265 
b. Stimuli and Procedure 
The experiment began by asking participants how much they would be willing to 
pay for five different fitness products (e.g. , a running t-shirt, a 12-month subscription to 
fitness magazine, a book about health and fitness , an exercise video, and a yoga mat). 
These measures were used to identify participants ' willingness to pay for a generic fitness 
book before any exposure to manipulations. 
Then, we manipulated participants' relationship with a fitness blogger named 
Chris in two ways. First, participants read instructions to the scenario that described 
Chris ' s relationship with the audience as either a communal or an exchange relationship. 
The scenarios were developed based on the previous works on relationship norms (e.g., 
Aggarwal2004; Aggarwal and Law 2005; Clark and Mills 1993; Wan, Hui, Wyer Jr. 
2011). Specifically, the communal scenario used such phrases as "a trusted friend" and "a 
companion for healthy-living inspiration" to describe the audience's perception of fitness 
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blogger Chris, while the exchange scenario used such phrases as "a trusted information 
source" and "one of your go-to sources for healthy-living information" (see Appendix 1 ). 
In addition, to strengthen the relationship manipulation and to increase the realism 
of the study, participants read a blog post by Chris that signaled different relationship 
norms. The content of the blog post was held constant, while (a) the blog description ("a 
place for sharing . . . " vs. "a place to seek and provide . . . ", (b) the post title ("better juice 
for all of us" vs. "Q&A about better juice"), (c) the structure ofthe main text 
(conversational vs. informational), (d) the attached pictures (children drinking juice vs. 
juice ingredients), and (e) the readers' responses (hugging icons vs. question mark icons) 
were manipulated to reflect communal or exchange relationship norms (see Table 3 & 
Appendix 2). 
Table 3. Communal vs. Exchange Manipulation 
Communal Exchange 
(a) Blog A place for sharing our fitness A place to seek and provide 
Description journeys and providing mutual fitness information and news 
support to all of us interested in for people interested in 
healthy living healthy living 
(b) Title Better Juice for All of Us Q & A about Better Juice 
(c) Structure Conversational Informational/ Q&A 
(d) Picture Children drinking juice Juice ingredient 
(e) Response Hugging icon Question mark icon 
Readers write responses with Readers write responses 
their names and Chris calls anonymously 
their name back 
After reading the scenario instructions and the blog post, participants answered 
seven manipulation check questions regarding the relationship orientation of the blog. 
The specific items are included in Table 4. In addition, participants evaluated whether 
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they perceived their relationship with Chris as a close friendship, a life partner, a business 
relationship, or a customer-merchant relationship (!-strongly disagree, 7 -strongly agree) . 





Chris is very responsive to readers' 
emotional states 
Chris cares about developing 
relationships with readers 
Communal 5 
Chris tries to connect emotionally with 
0.85 
Manipulation readers 
Chris is very sensitive to readers' 
feelings 
One of main goals of blogging is to help 
readers 
Chris views the blog as an opportunity 
to make money 
Exchange 
Chris expects that blog readers will 
3 purchase juicer machines 0.76 
Manipulation 
Chris provides fitness information on 
the blog in order to sell products via the 
blog 
Participants were then presented with a second blog post, in which Chris 
recommends a fitness book. In this post, we manipulated the blogger's self-disclosure. 
Specifically, in this post the blogger either did or did not disclose details about a recent 
break-up and emotional hardships. The blog post is included in Appendix 3. The 
manipulated wording is shown below: 
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This book has been particularly helpfitl in addressing some of my fitness issues. 
[No intimate self-disclosure: Even though I work out regularly, and watch what I 
eat, after a while I have a tendency to plateau and that can become a slippery 
slope. Changing exercise routines and adjusting one's diet can have a big impact 
on both bodies and overall health.] (Intimate-self-disclosure: Some recent 
emotional ups and downs in my long-term relationship distracted me from 
exercising, I felt useless, my diet suffered, and I feared that it was a slippery slope. 
As a result of the tension in my relationship, I was depressed and spent a lot of 
time criticizing myself and feeling guilty.) The 21 Day Total Body Transformation 
has helped me get back on track with an emphasis on both a healthy body and a 
healthy mind. 
Participants were then administered the main dependent variables and self-
disclosure manipulation checks (see Table 5 & 6). 
c. Dependent Variables 
The main dependent variables were participants' purchase intent toward the 
recommended book and their willingness to pay for the book. Purchase intent was 
measured via two items coded on a seven-point scale (See Table 5 for the specific items 
and Cronbach's alpha). Further, we asked participants to evaluate the recommended 
fitness book. 
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Table 5. Dependent Variables and Mediating Variables 
Num 
Cronbach's Variable of Items 
Items 
alpha 
If I were to buy a fitness book for myself, 
I would consider buying the 
Purchase Intent 2 recommended book 0.77 
I would be likely to purchase the 
recommended book 
If you were to purchase the fitness book 
Willingness to 
1 
that Chris recommends in the blog post, 
-Pay how much would you be willing to pay 
for it? 




You expect the recommended fitness 
0.89 
Evaluation book to fulfill your fitness goals 
You expect the recommended fitness 
book to be beneficial for you 
Chris is honest 
Trustworthiness Chris is reliable 
4 0.92 
of a Blogger Chris is trustworthy 
Chris would never mislead me (inverse) 
Chris always provides accurate 
Credibility information 
of Information 
3 Chris is an authentic information source 0.86 
Chris delivers unbiased information 
Chris ' disclosure of personal story is ( 1-
Norm Violation 1 not enough personal information, 7 -too -
much personal information) 
After reading Chris ' blog post, you felt 
more connected to Chris 
Intimacy 2 0.79 
After reading Chris' blog post, you felt 
more intimate with Chris 
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In order to identify what mediated the interaction effects of intimate self-
disclosure and relationship type on persuasion, we asked participants to indicate how they 
felt after reading Chris' disclosure of personal stories (1-very negative, 7-very positive), 
how much they trusted the blogger (4 items, see Table 6 for specific items), and whether 
they perceive Chris' disclosure of the personal story as too much (1-not enough personal 
information, 7-too much personal information) . 
Next, as an intimate self-disclosure manipulation check, we asked participants to 
indicate their agreement or disagreement with two vulnerability-related questions (i.e. , 
Chris might feel vulnerable after revealing private aspects of the self, Chris' sharing of 
personal stories via blog is risky). Following this, participants were asked "how important 
health and fitness is to them", "how often they exercise", and "what their gender, age, 
and education level are". 





Chris may feel vulnerable after 
Perceived 2 
revealing private aspects of the self 
0.69 
Vulnerability Chris' sharing of personal stories via 
blog is risky 
d. Results and Discussion 
Manipulation Check. The effectiveness of the relationship manipulation was 
assessed on two scales adapted from previous work (Aggarwal2004; Aggarwal and Law 
2005)- one that measured communal orientation (5 items, a= .85) and one that 
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measured exchange orientation (3 items, a= .76), see Table 4 for specific items. As 
expected, participants in the communal condition rated their relationship with Chris as 
more communal than did those in an exchange relationship (Mcommunal = 5.94, SD = .80 vs. 
Mexchange = 5.25, SD = .85; t(263) = 6.84, p < .001). Similarly, participants in the 
communal (vs. exchange) condition rated the blog as less exchange-oriented (Mcommunal = 
3.28, SD = 1.21 VS. Mexchange = 3.87, SD = 1.27; t(263) = -3.88, p < .001). 
Further, participants in the communal condition were more likely to perceive 
Chris as a close friend (Mcommunal = 4.70, SD = 1.53 VS. Mexchange = 3.74, SD = 1.75 ; t(263) 
= 4.72, p<.001) and a life partner (Mcommunal = 3.02, SD = 1.81 vs. Mexchange = 2.40, SD = 
1.42; t(263) = 3.10, p <.01); and were less likely to view Chris ' s blog as a business 
relationship (Mcommunal = 3.82, SD = 1.69 vs. Mexchange = 4.21 ; t(263) = -1.94, p = .05) and 
a customer-merchant relationship (Mcommunal = 3.88, SD =1.72 vs. Mexchange = 4.55, SD = 
1.55; t(263) = -3 .36, p < .01). 
Table 7. Results- Relationship Manipulation Checks 
Score Relationship N Mean t-value Sig 
COM_manipulation 
Communal 129 5.94 
6.84 .000 
Exchange 136 5.25 
EXC _manipulation 
Communal 129 3.28 
-3.88 
Exchange 136 3.87 .000 
Friendship Communal 129 4.70 
Exchange 136 3.74 4.72 .000 
Communal 129 3.02 
3.10 .002 Partner 
Exchange 136 2.40 
Business 
Communal 129 3.82 
-1.94 
Exchange 136 4.21 
.053 
Merchant 
Communal 129 3.88 
-3.36 .001 
Exchange 136 4.55 
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To ensure that the relationship manipulation did not influence how participants 
felt about the blog, we asked participants to indicate their feelings toward Chris' blog (!-
strongly disagree, 7-strongly agree). As expected, there was no significant difference in 
positive feelings toward Chris across conditions (Mcommunal = 5.61 vs. Mexchange = 5.55; p > 
0.10). 
To assess the effectiveness of intimate self-disclosure manipulation, we calculated 
the mean of two vulnerability-related questions (see Table 5). Participants rated that 
Chris might feel more vulnerable and risky after revealing intimate self-disclosure (vs. no 
intimate self-disclosure) (Mintimate disclosure= 3.69, SD = 1.15 vs. Mno intimate disclosure= 3 .09, 
SD = 1.43; t(263) = -3.794, p < .01). 
Purchase Intent. H1 predicts that when an audience perceives to have a 
communal (exchange) relationship with a blogger, the persuasive impact of intimate self-
disclosure increases (decreases) relative to no-disclosure control condition. As predicted, 
the interaction between relationship type and intimate self-disclosure on purchase intent 






No Intimate Self-Disclosure Intimate Self-Disclosure 
_._Exchange 
-Communal 
Figure 7. Intimate Self-Disclosure and Relationship Types on Purchase Intent 
Specifically, in the communal relationship condition, Chris' intimate self-
disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure) increased the persuasiveness ofthe message 
(Mintimate disclosure = 4. 70 VS. Mno intimate disclosure =4.19; F(l ,261) = 4. 79, p < .05). Stated 
differently, readers in a communal relationship were more persuaded by Chris' WOM 
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when Chris divulged an intimate personal story (vs. no risk self-disclosure) in WOM. In 
contrast, in the exchange relationship, Chris intimate self-disclosure (vs. no self-
disclosure) decreased the likelihood that an audience would follow Chris' WOM (Mintimate 
disclosure= 4.18 VS. Mno intimate disclosure= 4.66; F(l ,261) = 4.36, p < .05). 
Willingness to Pay. The interaction effect of intimate self-disclosure and 
relationship types on willingness to pay was significant (F(l, 260) = 4.90, p < .05). We 
ran this analysis using the post-willingness to pay for the recommended fitness book as 
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our dependent variable and pre-willingness to pay for a generic fitness book as a 
covariate. Consistent with H1, in a communal relationship, Chris' sharing of intimate 
self-disclosure ( vs. no self-disclosure) significantly increased participants' willingness to 
spend for the recommended fitness book (Mno intimate disclosure = $11.16 vs. Mintimate disclosure = 
$13.09; F(1,260) = 5.039, p < 0.05). In an exchange relationship, however, Chris' 
intimate self-disclosure (vs. no self-disclosure) did not significantly lower participants' 
willingness to pay for a fitness book (Mno intimate disclosure = $12.70 vs. Mintimate disclosure = 












Willingness to Pay 




./' --- -.... 1 t:9'7 
./" 
ri'i": 16 
No Intimate Self-Disclosure Intimate Self-Disclosure 
-+-Exchange 
-Communi 
Figure 8. Intimate Self-Disclosure and Relationship Types on Willingness to Pay 
This partial support on willingness to pay measure may result from a small 
variance in consumers' willingness to pay for a fitness book. Consumers may have their 
own reference price points for a fitness book. Indeed, such reference price point appears 
to be narrowly distributed between $11 and $13. This small variance makes it difficult for 
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us to observe a backfiring (negative) effect of intimate self-disclosure on willingness to 
pay measure. Purchase intent may be a more reliable measure for understanding the effect 
of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. 
Mediation. As shown in our conceptual model (Figure 6), we propose dual-route 
hypotheses to explain the process behind the effect of intimate self-disclosure on 
persuasion. Specifically, we suggest that, in each relationship, intimate self-disclosure 
influences persuasion through different mechanisms. Specifically, in a communal 
relationship, a blogger's intimate self-disclosure increases trust, thus enhancing 
persuasion. In contrast, in an exchange relationship, intimate self-disclosure is perceived 
as a violation of exchange norms, thus lowering the persuasiveness of WOM. To test 
whether norm violation and trust mediate the interaction effects of intimate self-
disclosure and relationship type on persuasion, we used Hayes' PROCESS model (Hayes' 
SPSS process macro model 58) and quantified the indirect effect- the interaction 
between intimate self-disclosure and relationship types on persuasion (i.e., participant's 
purchase intent and willingness to pay) through trust and norm violation. 
Trust. As expected, in a communal relationship, intimate self-disclosure 
strengthened trust and heightened trust increased the likelihood that readers would follow 
Chris' (the blogger's) recommendation. This result suggests trust as a key mechanism 
behind the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in a communal relationship. 
Supporting this idea, the bootstrapped estimate of the indirect effect of intimate self-
disclosure on persuasion through trust is significant(~= .32, p<.05) and the true indirect 
effect in a communal relationship was estimated to lie between .077 and .637 with 95% 
confidence. Since zero was not in the 95% confidence interval, we conclude that the 
indirect effect is statistically significant at p<.05 (two tailed) and that trust mediates the 
effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in a communal relationship. 
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Norm Violation. As expected, in an exchange relationship, intimate self-
disclosure increased the perception of norm violation and increased perception of norm 
violation lowered the likelihood that readers would follow Chris' WOM. This result 
suggests that norm violation is a key mechanism behind the effect of intimate self-
disclosure on persuasion in an exchange relationship. Supporting this idea, the 
bootstrapped estimate of the indirect effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion 
through norm violation was significant(~= -.17, p<.05) and the true indirect effect in an 
exchange relationship was estimated to lie between -.392 and -.028 with 95% 
confidence. Since zero was not in the 95% confidence interval, we conclude that the 
indirect effect is statistically significant at p < .05 (two tailed) and that norm violation 









Exchange: -0.17* [ -.392, -.028] 
Figure 9. Mediation Analysis- Trust, Norm Violation 
In other words, in a communal relationship (as compared to an exchange 
relationship), a blogger's intimate self-disclosure increased readers' purchase intention 
for the recommended fitness book by .32 units through trust. On the other hand, in an 
exchange relationship (as compared to a communal relationship), a blogger' s intimate 
self-disclosure decreased readers' purchase intention for the recommended fitness book 
by .1 7 units through norm violation. 
In sum, intimate self-disclosure showed an interesting pattern. Contrary to our 
conventional wisdom that intimate self-disclosure will strengthen the relationship 
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between a communicator and a recipient and thus make a communicator's WOM 
message more persuasive, we find that intimate self-disclosure (vs. no intimate self-
disclosure) can backfire in an exchange relationship. Indeed, intimate self-disclosure 
reduces persuasion in an exchange relationship, while it increases the persuasive impact 
of WOM in a communal relationship. 
2. Study 2: Can Intimate Self-Disclosure Hurt the Persuasiveness of the Message in 
a Communal Relationship? 
Study 2 examines when intimate self-disclosure can lower persuasion in a 
communal relationship (i.e., the boundary condition). Specifically, in study 2 we 
hypothesize that a blogger's self-disclosure that is too intimate can reduce the 
persuasiveness of WOM message (hypothesis 3). The process explanation for this 
backfiring effect is norm violation: a blogger' s disclosure of extremely private 
information (e.g., extremely vulnerable, private information such as fears, inferiority 
complex, and personal traumas) can be perceived as inappropriate, thus decreasing the 
likelihood that readers will follow the blogger's WOM in a communal relationship. 
In the existing works on norms, norms are defined as guiding principles that 
individuals use to determine what would be the right way to behave in given situations 
(Gibbs 1981 ; Heide and John 1992; Thibaut and Kelley 1959) and norm violation is 
known to occur when individuals' behaviors do not correspond to or go against what the 
guiding principles suggest (DeRidder and Tripathi 1992). While most of the existing 
works approach norm violation from the perspective of an actor (a blogger), we examine 
norm violation from the perspective of a recipient (a reader). Specifically, when readers 
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perceive a blogger's behavior (e.g., self-disclosure) as inappropriate, a violation of norms 
occurs. 
In study 1, we examine the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in two 
different relationships (communal vs. exchange) where the appropriateness of intimate 
self-disclosure is evaluated differently depending on the norms that guide each 
relationship. In study 2, however, we distinguish between intimate and extremely 
intimate self-disclosure and examine their effects on persuasion only in a communal 
relationship. Specifically, study 2 is designed based on the assumption that, even in a 
communal relationship, readers may judge the appropriateness of self-disclosure 
differently depending on the types of vulnerabilities revealed in a blogger's disclosure. 
We propose that readers will perceive extremely intimate self-disclosure as a violation of 
communal relationship norms, thus decreasing the persuasiveness of a blogger's WOM. 
Formally stated, our hypotheses are: 
H3: When participants believe to have a communal relationship with a blogger, a 
blogger's sharing of"extremely" intimate self-disclosure (vs. intimate self-
disclosure) will decrease the persuasiveness of the blogger's recommendation 
(e.g., purchase intent and willingness to pay for the recommended product). 
H4: The negative effect of extremely intimate self-disclosure on persuasion is 
mediated by increased perception of norm violation. 
In sum, study 2 replicated study 1 in a laboratory setting with two important 
differences. First, we used only the communal condition. Second, in addition to the no 
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disclosure and intimate self-disclosure conditions used in study 1, we add a third 
condition in which a blogger reveals an extremely intimate self-disclosure. We observed 
a curvilinear pattern, where intimate self-disclosure resulted in the highest level of 
purchase intent. 
a. Design and Participants 
Participants were 83 adults ( 4 7% females) recruited from the Mturk Panels 
(www.Mturk.com), who were randomly assigned to one of the three conditions: no vs. 
intimate vs. extremely intimate self-disclosure. They were each paid $0.50 for their 
participation. 
b. Stimuli and Procedure 
The procedure for this study was identical to study 1 with the following 
exceptions: (a) we used only the communal conditions and (b) extremely intimate self-
disclosure condition was added. 
Participants were then presented with relationship scenarios and blog posts that 
signaled either a communal or an exchange relationship. Then, they read a second blog 
post in which Chris recommended a fitness book. In this post, we manipulated the 
blogger's self-disclosure. Specifically, in this post the blogger shared extremely intimate 
self-disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure vs. intimate self-disclosure) such as 
traumas and inferiority complex. The blog post is included in Appendix 3. The 
manipulated wording is shown below: 
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This book has been particularly helpful in getting me through some awful times. 
[Extremely intimate self-disclosure: I have not blogged about it before, but I 
found out a while ago that my significant other was having an affair with one of 
my assistants from work. This has been hugely devastating to my life and led me 
back into bulimia. I felt worthless and was an emotional wreck. I became very 
depressed, stopped exercising and went back to hinging and purging.} The 21 
Day Total Body Transformation has helped me get back on track with an 
emphasis on both a healthy body and a healthy mind. 
After this blog post, participants answered the main dependent variables and 
intimate self-disclosure manipulation checks (see Table 5 & 6). 
c. Dependent Variables 
The main dependent variables were participants' purchase intent toward the 
recommended fitness book and their willingness to pay for the book. Purchase intent was 
measured via two items coded on a seven-point scale (See Table 5 for the specific items 
and Cronbach' s alpha). Further, we asked participants to evaluate the recommended 
fitness book. 
In order to identify what mediated the interaction effects of intimate self-
disclosure and relationship type on persuasion, we asked participants to indicate how they 
felt after reading Chris' disclosure of personal stories (I-very negative, 7-very positive), 
how much they trusted the blogger (4 items, see Table 5 for specific items). In study 2, 
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norm violati~m was measured via five items (See Table 8 for specific items) as compared 
to one item in study 1. 
,. Table 8. Norm Violation Measure (Extended Measure) 
Variable Numof Items Cronbach's 
Items alpha 
Personal details in Chris' blog are too 
intimate 
In the blog post, Chris made public some 
personal information that should have 
remained private 
Norm 
It is right for Chris to reveal these 
Violation 
5 personal details in the blog (inverse- 0.83 
coded) 
The amount of personal life details 
provided by Chris is appropriate for this 
type ofblog (inverse-coded) 
It is appropriate for Chris to confide in 
the audience (inverse-coded) 
Next, as an intimate self-disclosure manipulation check, we asked participants to 
indicate their agreement or disagreement with two risk-related questions (i.e., Chris might 
feel vulnerable after revealing private aspects of the self, Chris' sharing of personal 
stories via blog is risky). Following this, participants were asked "how important health 
and fitness is to them", "how often they exercise", and "what their gender, age, and 
education level are". 
Further, to ensure that the perceived expertise of Chris is equivalent across 
conditions, we asked participants to rate their agreement or disagreement with following 
expertise-related statements: "Chris is competent", "Chris is an excellent source of fitness 
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information", "Chris is knowledgeable about fitness", and "Chris is smart". This 
additional manipulation check was conducted with a separate set of participants (n=80) to 
rule out the alternative explanation that Chris' extremely intimate self-disclosure lowers 
the perceived expertise, thus decreasing persuasion. 
d. Results and Discussion 
Manipulation Check. The effectiveness ofthe communal relationship 
manipulation was assessed on 5-item scale that measured communal orientation and 2-
item scale that measured exchange orientation (see Table 4 for specific items). The 5-
item communal score (Mstudy2 = 6.00, SD = .84) in study 2 was not significantly different 
from the score in the communal condition of study 1 (Mstudyl = 5.94, SD=.80; F<1). 
Similarly, the 3-item exchange score (Mstudy2 = 3.37, SD = 1.30) was not significantly 
different from the score in study 1 (Mstudyl = 3.87, SD=1.27; F<1). Thus, we can conclude 
that our communal relationship manipulation is effective. Further, participants rated their 
relationship with Chris using the same scales as in study 1 and the scores were not 
significantly different from that in the communal condition of study 1: a close friendship 
(Mstudy2 = 4.89, SD = 1.24 vs. Mstudyl = 4.70, SD = 1.53), a life partner (Mstudy2 = 3.53, SD 
= 1.57 vs. Mstudyl = 3.02, SD = 1.81), a business relationship (Mstudy2 = 3.96, SD = 1.52 vs. 
Mstudyl = 3 .82, SD = 1.69), and a customer-merchant relationship (Mstudy2 = 3.87, SD = 
1.61 vs. Mstuctyl = 3.88, SD = 1.72), F<l. 
In addition, across three intimate self-disclosure conditions (control vs. intimate 
vs. extremely intimate), there was no significant difference in communal orientation (Mno 
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intimate disclosure= 5.91 VS. Mintimatedisclosure= 6.12 VS. Mextremelyintimatedisclosure= 5.97;F<1, p>O.l) 
and in exchange orientation (Mnointimatedisclosure= 3.13 vs. Mintimatedisclosure= 3.55 vs. 
Mextremelyintimatedisclosure= 3.41;F<l, p>0.05) ofChris' blog. 
To assess the effectiveness of intimate self-disclosure manipulation, we calculated 
the mean of two vulnerability-related questions. Participants rated that Chris might feel 
more vulnerable and risky after revealing extremely intimate self-disclosure (vs. intimate 
self-disclosure vs. no intimate self-disclosure) (Mno intimate disclosure= 3.18 vs. Mintimate 
disclosure= 3.52 VS. Mextremely intimate disclosure= 4.39; F(2,80) = 6.07, p<.01 ). 
In addition, from a separate group of participants (n=80), we calculated the mean 
of four expertise-related questions. Across three conditions, there was no significance 
difference in the perceived expertise of Chris (Mno intimate disclosure= 5.65 vs. Mintimate disclosure 
= 5.32 vs. Mextremelyintimatedisclosure= 5.19, F<1). This result rules out an alternative 
explanation that Chris' extremely intimate self-disclosure may lower persuasion through 
the decreased perception of Chris' expertise. 
Purchase Intent. In a communal relationship, H3 predicts that extremely intimate 
self-disclosure can decrease the persuasive impact of WOM message relative to the 
intimate self-disclosure condition, while Hla has shown that intimate self-disclosure 
increases persuasion relative to no intimate self-disclosure condition (study 1 ). As 
predicted, we observed a curvilinear pattern across three self-disclosure conditions (no 
intimate vs. intimate vs. extremely intimate), where intimate self-disclosure resulted in 
the highest level of purchase intent (F(2, 80) = 8.96, p < .001). 
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Specifically, the contrast analysis revealed that in a communal relationship, Chris' 
extremely intimate self-disclosure (vs. intimate self-disclosure) decreased the 
persuasiveness ofthe message (Mextremelyintimatedisclosure= 3.87 vs. Mintimatedisclosure= 5.07; p 
< .001) as shown in Figure 5. In other words, readers in a communal relationship were 
less persuaded by Chris' recommendation when Chris divulged extremely intimate 
personal story (vs. intimate self-disclosure). Consistent with Hla (Study 1), readers were 
more persuaded by Chris' WOM when Chris shared intimate self-disclosure (vs. intimate 
self-disclosure) in a communal relationship (Mintimate disclosure= 5.07 vs. M no intimate disclosure= 
3.87; p < .05). 
Purchase Intent 
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Figure 10. Intimate Self-Disclosure on Purchase Intent in a Communal Relationship 
Willingness to Pay. We ran the same analysis using the post-willingness to pay for 
the recommended fitness book as our dependent variable and pre-willingness to pay for 
the generic fitness book as covariate. Again, we observed a curvilinear pattern, where 
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intimate self-disclosure resulted in the highest willingness to pay (F(2, 79) = 3. 01, 
p=0.05). Consistent with H3, in a communal relationship, Chris' sharing of extremely 
intimate self-disclosure (vs. intimate self-disclosure) significantly decreased participants ' 
willingness to spend for the recommended fitness book (Mextremely intimate disclosure= $11.60 
vs. Mintimatedisclosure= $14.50; p < .05). Between no intimate and intimate self-disclosure, 
the contrast analysis revealed a similar pattern of results observed in study 1 (M110 intimate 
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Figure 11. Intimate Self-Disclosure on Willingness to Pay in a Communal 
Relationship 
Mediation. Sharing of intimate self-disclosure in a communal relationship shows 
an interesting pattern. While intimate self-disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure) 
increases the persuasiveness of the message (H1a), extremely intimate disclosure (vs. 
intimate self-disclosure) reduces persuasion (H3). The plausible explanation for such 
reduction in persuasion can be norm violation: a blogger's sharing of extremely private 
information may lead readers to perceive such disclosure as inappropriate and as a 
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violation of communal relationship norms and therefore decrease the persuasive impact 
ofWOM. For the mediation analysis, we used Hayes' process model (Bauer, Preacher, 
and Gil2006; Hayes 2012; Preacher and Selig 2012), which generates a confidence 
interval of the indirect effect. 
Firstly, we ran overall mediation analysis for all three conditions. The bootstrap 
estimate of the indirect effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion through norm 
violation was significant w= -.14, p<.05) and the true indirect effect was estimated to lie 
between -.342 and -.027 [95% C.I.], which did not include zero. Thus, we conclude that 
the indirect effect is statistically significant at p < .05 and that norm violation mediates 
the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in a communal relationship. 
Second, to directly test whether norm violation mediates the backfiring (negative) 
effect of extremely intimate self-disclosure on persuasion (H4), we ran a conditional 
mediation analysis, coding intimate self-disclosure condition as our baseline (0,0) and 
dummy-coding no intimate self-disclosure condition (1 ,0) and extremely intimate self-
disclosure condition (0, 1 ). 
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Figure 12. Mediation Analysis- Norm Violation 
effect of extremely intimate self-disclosure (H4). A significant mediation effect was 
confirmed(~= -.25, p<.05) between intimate and extremely intimate conditions with a 
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confidence interval of the indirect effect (95% confidence interval [C.I.] = [-.655,-.03]), 
see Figure 12. Between no intimate and intimate conditions, however, the mediation 
effect of norm violation was not significant (95% confidence interval [C.I.] = [-.018, 
.343]). 
3. Study 3: Can Intimate Self-Disclosure Help the Persuasiveness of the Message in 
an Exchange Relationship? 
Study 1 shows that, in an exchange relationship, a blogger's intimate self-
disclosure decreases persuasion because readers perceive a blogger's uninvited sharing of 
intimate self-disclosure as a violation of exchange relationship norms. Study 3, however, 
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identifies conditions under which intimate self-disclosure in an exchange relationship 
increases persuasion. Moreover, it tests how the relative salience of competing norms 
affects persuasion. When readers believe that a blogger shares an intimate personal story 
in order to match the intimacy level revealed in a reader's self-disclosure, the negative 
effect of intimate self-disclosure in an exchange relationship may disappear (hypothesis 
2._) . Specifically, when a blogger's intimate personal story is given in return of a reader's 
intimate self-disclosure (i.e., when a reciprocity norm becomes salient), we expect a 
reciprocity norm to override a perceived norm violation, thus increasing the 
persuasiveness ofthe recommendation (hypothesis Q). Study 3 is identical to study 1 
except that we use only the exchange condition and a blogger shares intimate self-
disclosure as a response to a reader's intimate self-disclosure. 
HS: When a blogger' s intimate self-disclosure occurs in return of a reader's 
intimate self-disclosure in an exchange relationship, a blogger' s sharing of intimate self-
disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure) will increase the persuasiveness of the 
blogger's recommendation (e.g., purchase intent and willingness to pay for the 
recommended product). 
H6: The positive effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion is mediated by 
increased perception of reciprocity norm. 
a. Design and Participants 
Participants were 124 adults (44% females) recruited from the Mturk Panels 
(www.Mturk.com), who were randomly assigned to one ofthree conditions: no 
solicitation (control) vs. solicitation with no intimate self-disclosure (non-intimate 
solicitation) vs. solicitation with intimate self-disclosure (intimate solicitation). They 
were each paid $0.50 for their participation. 
b. Stimuli and Procedure 
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The procedure for study 3 was similar to study 1 except that (a) we used only the 
exchange conditions, (b) a reader requested for a fitness book recommendation, and (c) a 
reader shared private stories to initiate self-disclosure exchanges with Chris. In previous 
studies (in study 1 and study 2), a fitness blogger Chris voluntarily shared intimate 
personal stories and recommended a fitness book. This no solicitation condition was 
replicated in study 3 and used as our control condition. In other two conditions, however, 
Chris' WOM was given in return of a reader ' s request. Specifically, in the non-intimate 
solicitation condition, the reader revealed non-intimate self-disclosure- the personal 
need for changes in the exercise routines. In the intimate solicitation condition, the reader 
divulged more vulnerable information- a job loss and frustrations. In the reader's request, 
different levels of self-disclosure were shared to manipulate the salience of reciprocity 
norm. In sum, we manipulated (a) the existence of reader's solicitation and (b) the 
salience of reciprocity norm. The manipulated wording is shown below: 
Non-intimate Solicitation Manipulation. Q: Over the past month or so, I've been 
trying to change up my exercise routine. I haven 't been able to find a simple work 
out program to get me going. Do you have any recommendations for a general 
fitness book? 
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Intimate Solicitation Manipulation. Q: About a month ago, I lost my job. I've 
stopped exercising and everything seems out of control. I really need help getting 
back in shape and pulling through this tough period. Do you have any 
recommendations for a general fitness book? 
Chris' responding post included Chris' own intimate self-disclosure about a bitter 
breakup and a fitness book recommendation. This post was held constant across all three 
conditions. The blog post is included in Appendix 3. Specific distinctions across 
manipulations are documented in Table 9. 
Table 9. Low vs. High Intimacy Solicitation Manipulation 
No Solicitation Non-Intimate Intimate 
(Control) Solicitation Solicitation 
Reader' No self-disclosure No intimate Intimate 
request self-disclosure self-disclosure 
with self- (e.g., I've been trying (e.g., I lost my job; 
disclosure to change up my Everything seems out 
exercise routines) of control) 
No request Request for a fitness book recommendation 
(e.g., Do you have any recommendations for a 
general fitness book?) 
Blogger's Intimate self-disclosure 
response 
with self- A fitness book recommendation 
disclosure 
Form a basis of Solicitation with weak Solicitation with 
Objective companson reciprocity norm strong reciprocity 
norm 
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After this blog post, participants answered the main dependent variables and self-
disclosure manipulation checks (see Table 5 & 6). 
c. Dependent Variables 
The main dependent variables were participants' purchase intent toward the 
recommended book and their willingness to pay for the book. Purchase intent was 
measured via two items coded on a seven-point scale (See Table 6 for the specific items 
and Cronbach's alpha). Further, we asked participants to evaluate the recommended 
fitness book. 
To identify what mediated the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in 
an exchange relationship, we asked participants to indicate how they felt generally after 
reading Chris' disclosure of personal stories (1-very negative, 7-very positive), how much 
they trusted the blogger ( 4 items, see Table 5), and how reciprocal Chris' disclosure is ( 4 
items, see Table 10 for specific items). In study 3, norm violation was measured via five 
items (See Table 8 for specific items) as compared to one item in study 1. 
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Chris shared something private in response 
to a reader disclosing personal information 
in the question 
Chris' answer reciprocated the reader's 
Salience of disclosure of personal information 
Reciprocity 4 Chris described personal information that 0.89 
Norm is similar to the personal information 
described by the reader in the question 
Chris' answer matched the level of 
intimacy in self-disclosure with the level of 
intimacy in the question the reader asked 
Next, as an intimate self-disclosure manipulation check, we asked participants to 
indicate their agreement or disagreement with two risk-related questions (i.e., Chris might 
feel vulnerable after revealing private aspects ofthe self, Chris' sharing of personal 
stories via blog is risky). Following this, participants were asked "how important health 
and fitness is to them", "how often they exercise", and "what their gender, age, and 
education level are". 
d. Results and Discussion 
Manipulation Check. The effectiveness of the exchange relationship manipulation 
was assessed on 5-item scale that measured communal orientation and 2-item scale that 
measured exchange orientation (see Table 4 for specific items). The 5-item communal 
score (Mstucty3 = 4.03, SD = 1.31) in study 3 was not significantly different from the score 
in the exchange condition of study 1 (Mstudyl = 3.87, SD=1.27; F<l). Similarly, the 3-item 
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exchange score (Mstudy3 = 5.39, SD = 1.30) was not significantly different from the score 
in study 1 (Mstudyl = 5.25, SD=.80; F<l). Thus, we can conclude that our exchange 
relationship manipulation is effective. Further, participants rated their relationship with 
Chris using the same scales as in study 1 and the scores were not significantly different 
from that in the communal condition of study 1: a close friendship (Mstudy3 = 4.02, SD = 
1.42 vs. Mstudyl = 3.74, SD =1.75 ), a life partner (Mstudy3 = 2.70, SD = 1.59 vs. Mstudyl = 
2.40, SD = 1.42), a business relationship (Mstudy3 = 4.30, SD = 1.47 vs. Mstudyl = 4.21, SD 
= 4.21), and a customer-merchant relationship (Mstudy3 = 4.33, SD = 1.49 vs. Mstudyl = 
4.55, SD =1.55), F<l. 
In addition, across three intimate self-disclosure conditions (control vs. non-
intimate solicitation vs. intimate solicitation), there was no significant difference in 
exchange orientation (Mcontrol = 3. 78 vs. Mnon-intimate solicitation= 4.19 vs. Mintimate solicitation = 
4.11 ; F < 1, p>O .1) and in communal orientation (Mcontrol = 5.44 vs. Mnon-intimate solicitation= 
5.35 vs. Mintimatesolicitation= 5.38;F<1, p>0.05) of Chris' blog. 
To ensure a blogger's intimate self-disclosure is effectively manipulated, we 
calculated the mean of two vulnerability-related questions. Across three intimate self-
disclosure conditions (control vs. non-intimate solicitation vs. intimate solicitation), there 
was no significant difference in perceived vulnerability (Mcontrol = 3.75 vs. Mnon-intimate 
solicitation= 3.66 VS. Mintimate solicitation= 3.55; F<1, p>0.05) as a blogger's intimate self-
disclosure was held constant across conditions. 
Purchase Intent. In an exchange relationship, H5 predicts that salience of 
reciprocity norm can flip the negative effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. As 
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predicted, we observed a linearly increasing pattern, where strong salience of reciprocity 
norm resulted in the highest level of purchase intent (F(2, 121)=5.92, p<0.01). 
Specifically, the contrast analysis revealed that in the exchange relationship, strong 
salience of reciprocity norm (vs. control) increased the persuasiveness of the message 
(Mcontrol = 4.25 vs. Mintimate solicitation= 4.87, p<0.05) as shown in figure 9. But, when the 
salience of reciprocity norm was weak, intimate self-disclosure did not significantly 
increase the persuasiveness of WOM (Mcontrol = 4.25 vs. Mnon-intimate solicitation= 4. 71, p<0.05) 
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Figure 13. Intimate Self-Disclosure on Purchase Intent in an Exchange Relationship 
Willingness to Pay. We ran the same analysis using the post-willingness to pay for the 
recommended fitness book as our dependent variable and pre-willingness to pay for the 
generic fitness book as covariate. Again, we observed a linearly increasing pattern, where 
salience of reciprocity norm resulted in the highest level of willingness to pay (F(2, 
120)=3.21, p<O.OS). 
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Consistent with H5, in an exchange relationship, salience of reciprocity norm (vs. 
control) increased participants' willingness to pay for the recommended fitness book 
(Mcontrol = $11.58 vs. Mintimate solicitation= $13.92, p<0.05) as shown in figure 14. But, when 
the salience of reciprocity norm was weak, intimate self-disclosure did not significantly 
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Figure 14. Intimate Self-Disclosure on Willingness to Pay in an Exchange 
Relationship 
Mediation. Even in an exchange relationship, intimate self-disclosure can increase 
persuasion when a communicator's intimate self-disclosure is given in return of a 
reader's disclosure (H5). The plausible explanation for such an increase in persuasion can 
be norm of reciprocity: Participants may no longer perceive Chris' intimate self-
disclosure as a violation of exchange relationship norms if one of readers initiates self-
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disclosure exchanges by sharing personal stories. Rather, a blogger's reciprocal 
exchanges of self-disclosure will be perceived as an appropriate and necessary reciprocal 
act, thereby increasing the persuasiveness of Chris' recommendation. 
Table 11. Mediation Analysis- Norm of Reciprocity 
Predictors DV: Purchase DV: Reciprocity DV: Purchase 
Intent (R2 = .295) Intent 
~ t ~ t ~ t 
IV1 Intimate self- .192 1.474 .386 3.411 ** .192 .003* 
disclosure 
Me Reciprocity .298 .143 
Note: *p<. 05, **p<.OOJ 
For assessing mediation, we followed Hayes' process model (Bauer, Preacher, 
and Gil2006; Hayes 2012; Selig and Preacher 2008), which generated a confidence 
interval of the indirect effect. The bootstrap estimate of the indirect effect of intimate 
self-disclosure on persuasion through reciprocity norm (for all three conditions) is 
significant(~= .115, p<.05) and the true indirect effect was estimated to lie between .039 
and .235 [95% C.I.], which did not include zero. Thus, we conclude that the indirect 
effect is statistically significant at p < .05 and that intimate self-disclosure in the intimate 
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Figure 15. Mediation Analysis- Norm of Reciprocity 
However, the mediation effect of norm violation was not significant (95% 
confidence interval [C.I.] = [-.044, .195]). In this context, reciprocity norm overrides 
relationship norm, thus shifting the negative effect of intimate self-disclosure to the 
positive one. 
4. Study 4: Replicate Study 1 in a Different Consumption Context 
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In study 1, we find that relationship type (communal vs. exchange) moderates the 
effects of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. In particular, when a blogger has a 
communal relationship with their audience, intimate self-disclosure increases the 
persuasiveness of WOM; however, in an exchange relationship, intimate self-disclosure 
decreases persuasion relative to the no-disclosure control condition. Study 4 replicates the 
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findings of study 1 in a different consumption setting to increase the generalizability of 
the findings. 
The tech blog is chosen as study 4's research context for two reasons. First, 
technology is one of the most discussed topics among blogs. Second, consumers are 
known to frequently go online in search of detailed information on tech gadgets before 
making purchase decisions. Among the various tech products, a mobile app was chosen 
because it is a gender-neutral product that can be purchased at relatively low cost and 
with little effort. This low involvement/frequently purchased consumption setting will 
allow participants to engage easily in our scenarios and, thus, better immerse themselves 
in our study. With study 4, we expected to find a similar pattern to the results observed in 
study 1. 
The findings of study 4 supported our central hypothesis with regard to purchase 
intent. Specifically, when an audience was believed to have a communal relationship with 
a tech blogger named Chris, Chris' intimate self-disclosure significantly increased the 
likelihood that an audience would purchase the recommended anti-spying app, relative to 
the no-disclosure control condition. Conversely, when an audience believed to have an 
exchange relationship, Chris' intimate self-disclosure significantly lowered the likelihood 
that an audience would purchase the recommended app. 
With regard to the willingness to pay dependent variable, however, our central 
hypothesis was partially supported. The overall interaction was significant, but only the 
positive effect of intimate self-disclosure in a communal relationship was significant. The 
backfiring effect of intimate self-disclosure in an exchange relationship was not 
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statistically significant, although it showed a subtle downward trend. Specifically, in the 
case of a communal relationship, the audience was willing to pay more (about $0.8 more) 
for the recommended app when a recommendation was made with an intimate self-
disclosure, a patter also observed in study 1. In an exchange relationship, however, the 
audience reported that they were willing to pay about $1.9 for a recommended app 
regardless of Chris' intimate self-disclosure. 
a. Design and Participants 
Participants were 93 adults recruited from the Mturk Panels (www.Mturk.com). 
They were paid $0.50 for their participation in the study. Random assignment was used to 
assign participants to one of four conditions in a 2 (relationship type: communal vs. 
exchange) x 2 (intimate disclosure: no intimate vs. intimate) between-subject design. 
Analyses were run with all93 participants (44% females). 
b. Stimuli and Procedure 
The experiment began by asking participants how much they would be willing to 
pay for five different mobile apps (e.g., restaurant, focus-boosting, anti-spying, travel, 
and brain training apps). These measures were used to identify participants' willingness 
to pay for a generic mobile app before any exposure to manipulations. 
Then, we manipulated participants' relationship with a tech blogger named Chris 
in two ways. First, participants read instructions to the scenario that described Chris's 
relationship with the audience as either a communal or an exchange relationship. In 
addition, participants read a blog post by Chris that signaled different relationship norms. 
The content of the blog post was held constant (see Appendix 2). After reading the 
scenario instructions and the blog post, participants answered manipulation check 
questions regarding the relationship orientation of the blog. 
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Participants were then presented with a second blog post, in which Chris 
recommended an anti-spying app. In this post, we manipulated the blogger's self-
disclosure. Specifically, in this post the blogger either did or did not disclose details 
about a recent mobile spying incident. The blog post was included in Appendix 4. The 
manipulated wording is shown below: 
[No Intimate Self-Disclosure: Many people store personal information on their 
cell phones that they would not want to become available to others. Any 
information stored on the phone is susceptible to cell phone spying. Spying apps 
can be downloaded to the mobile device without the user 's permission and allows 
others to track the mobile activities of the user (e.g., texts, calls, photos, etc.). 
Anti-Spy Mobile has been helpful in addressing some of these security 
concerns J (Intimate Self-Disclosure: I personally had a very scary experience 
with cell phone spying. I recently went through a bitter breakup and found out 
that my ex had gained access to my phone to monitor my mobile activities (e.g., 
texts, calls, photos, etc.) using a spying app. I was terrified and in shock. After 
this incident, I felt I couldn 't trust anyone anymore and became paranoid about 
the security of my phone. Anti-Spy Mobile has helped me get over this nightmare.) 
This app is very useful for detecting and removing any spying apps on the phone. 
It provides an advanced protection system that monitors all apps that are 
installed on the cell phone and sends a notification if any trace of suspicious 
spying acts are detected. 
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Participants were then administered the main dependent variables (i.e., purchase 
intent, willingness to spend) and self-disclosure manipulation checks (i.e., perceived 
vulnerability). 
c. Dependent Variables 
The main dependent variables were participants' purchase intent toward the 
recommended anti-spying app and their willingness to pay for the app. Purchase intent 
was measured via five items coded on a seven-point scale (e.g., I will consider 
downloading the recommended app, I will listen to Chris' recommendation, I will take 
Chris' recommendation into consideration, I would be likely to purchase the 
recommended app, If I were to buy an anti-spying app for myself, I would consider 
buying the recommended app.; Cronbach's a= .91). Further, we asked participants to 
evaluate the recommended anti-spying app. 
In order to identify what mediated the interaction effects of intimate self-
disclosure and relationship type on persuasion, we asked participants to indicate how they 
felt generally after reading Chris ' disclosure of personal stories, how much they trusted 
the blogger, and whether they perceived Chris' disclosure of the personal story as a 
violation of norms (5-items). 
Next, as an intimate self-disclosure manipulation check, we asked participants to 
indicate their agreement or disagreement with two vulnerability-related questions (i .e., 
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Chris might feel vulnerable after revealing private aspects of the self, Chris' sharing of 
personal stories via blog is risky). 
d. Results and Discussion 
Manipulation Check. The effectiveness of the relationship manipulation was 
assessed on two scales adapted from previous work (Aggarwal 2004; Aggarwal and Law 
2005)--<me that measured communal orientation and one that measured exchange 
orientation. As expected, participants in the communal condition rated their relationship 
with Chris as more communal than did those in an exchange relationship (Mcommunal = 
5.68 vs. Mexchange = 4.93; F(l, 91) = 16.84, p < .001). Similarly, participants in the 
communal (vs. exchange) condition rated the blog as less exchange-oriented (Mcommunal = 
4.72 VS. Mexchange = 5.08; F(1,91) = 4.69, p < .05). 
Further, participants in the communal condition were more likely to perceive 
Chris as a close friend (Mcommunal = 4.58 vs. Mexchange = 3.49; F(1,93) = 14.31, p<.001) 
and a life partner (Mcommunal = 2.81 vs. Mexchange = 2.24; F(1,93) = 3.75, p =.05); and were 
less likely to view Chris's blog as a customer-merchant relationship (Mcommunal = 4.40 vs. 
Mexchange = 4.93; F(1,93) = 3.76, p = .05). 
To assess the effectiveness of intimate self-disclosure manipulation, we calculated 
the mean of two vulnerability-related questions. Participants rated that Chris might feel 
more vulnerable and risky after revealing intimate self-disclosure (vs. no intimate self-
disclosure) (Mno intimate self-disclosure= 3.67 VS. Mintimate self-disclosure= 4.16; F(l ,93) = 4.59, p 
< .05) 
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Purchase Intent. Our central hypothesis predicts that when audience perceives to 
have a communal (exchange) relationship with a blogger, the persuasive impact of 
intimate self-disclosure increases (decreases) relative to no-disclosure control condition. 
As predicted, the interaction between relationship type and intimate self-disclosure on 
purchase intent was significant (F(l, 91) = 6.83 , p<0.05). 
- -------------
Purchase Intent 
No Intimate Self-Disclosure Intimate Self-Disclosure 
,..._Exchange 
- Communal 
Figure 16. Intimate Self-Disclosure and Relationship Types on Purchase Intent 
Specifically, in the communal relationship condition, Chris' intimate self-
disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure) increased the persuasiveness ofthe message 
(Mintimate self-disclosure= 5.43 VS. Mno intimate self-disclosure= 4.64; F(1 ,91) = 6.38, P < .05). Stated 
differently, readers in a communal relationship were more persuaded by Chris' 
recommendation when Chris divulged intimate personal information (vs. no risk self-
disclosure). In contrast, in the exchange relationship, Chris' intimate self-disclosure (vs. 
no self-disclosure) resulted in lower purchase intent (Mintimate self-disclosure= 4.36 vs. Mno 
intimate self-disclosure= 4.66; F(1,91) = 5.40, p < .05). 
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Willingness to Pay. The interaction effects of intimate self-disclosure and 
relationship types on willingness to pay was significant (F(l, 90) = 6.03, p < .05). We ran 
this analysis using the post-willingness to pay for the recommended anti-spying app as 
our dependent variable and pre-willingness to pay for the generic anti-spying mobile app 
as a covariate. 
Consistent with H 1, in a communal relationship, Chris' sharing of intimate self-
disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure) significantly increased participants' 
willingness to pay for the recommended mobile app (Mno intimate self-disclosure = $1.57 vs. 
Mintimatesetf-disctosure = $2.40; F(1,90) = 5.99, p < 0.05). In an exchange relationship, 
however, Chris' intimate self-disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure) did not 
significantly lower participants' willingness to pay for the recommended app (Mno intimate 
self-disclosure= $2.13 VS. Mintimateself-disclosure = $1.76; F(1,90) = 1.09, p > 0.05). 
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Figure 17. Intimate Self-Disclosure and Relationship Types on Willingness to Pay 
This partial support on willingness to pay measure may result from a small 
variance in consumers' willingness to pay for a mobile app. Consumers may have their 
own reference price points and particularly for a mobile app, such reference price point 
appears to be narrowly distributed between $1 and $2. This small variance makes it 
difficult for us to observe a backfiring (negative) effect of intimate self-disclosure on 
willingness to pay in an exchange relationship. Indeed, purchase intent may be a more 
reliable measure for understanding the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. 
Mediation. To test whether norm violation and trust mediate the interaction 
effects of intimate self-disclosure and relationship type on persuasion, we used Hayes ' 
PROCESS model (Hayes' SPSS process macro model 58) and quantified the indirect 
effect - the interaction between intimate self-disclosure and relationship types on 
purchase intent through trust and norm violation. 
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Trust. As expected, in a communal relationship, intimate self-disclosure increased 
trust, thus increasing the likelihood that readers would follow Chris' mobile app 
recommendation. Supporting this idea, the bootstrapped estimate of the indirect effect of 
intimate self-disclosure on persuasion through trust was significant(~= .428, p<.05) and 
the true indirect effect in a communal relationship was estimated to lie between .009 and 
1.157 with 95% confidence. Since zero is not in the 95% confidence interval, we can 
conclude that the indirect effect is statistically significant at p<.05 (two tailed) and that 
trust mediates the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in a communal 
relationship. 
Norm Violation. In an exchange relationship, our analysis did not support our 
norm violation mediation hypothesis. We hypothesized that, in an exchange relationship, 
intimate self-disclosure would increase the perception of norm violation, thereby 
decreasing the persuasiveness ofWOM. However, the bootstrapped estimate ofthe 
indirect effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion through norm violation was not 
significant(~= -.015, p>.05) and the true indirect effect in an exchange relationship was 
estimated to lie between -.168 and .124 with 95% confidence. Since zero was in the 95% 
confidence interval, we concluded that the indirect effect was not statistically significant 
at p < .05 (two tailed) and that norm violation did not mediate the effect of intimate self-
disclosure on persuasion in an exchange relationship. In sum, our analysis did not provide 
a statistical support for our mediation hypothesis that norm violation is a key mechanism 
behind the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. 
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Together, the results of study 4 replicated the findings of study 1 that intimate 
self-disclosure (vs. no intimate self-disclosure) increased persuasion in a communal 
relationship, while it decreased persuasion in an exchange relationship. In addition, we 
proposed two routes process hypotheses that in a communal relationship, trust would 
mediate the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion, while in an exchange 
relationship, perceived norm violation would mediate the intimate self-disclosure effect. 
Our mediation analysis revealed that in a communal relationship (as compared to an 
exchange relationship), a blogger's intimate self-disclosure increased readers' purchase 
intention for the recommended mobile app by .428 units through trust. However, in an 
exchange relationship (as compared to a communal relationship), our norm violation 
process explanation was not supported. 
The possible explanation for this unsupported result is that sharing a frustration 
toward a mobile spying (study 4) may be qualitatively different from sharing the 
emotional hardships of a bitter break-up (study 1 ). Both disclosures are intimate self-
disclosures, since they similarly evoke a feeling of vulnerability, but they are different, 
regarding whether the vulnerable feelings are contingent upon what we do (internal 
control orientation) or upon events outside our control (external control orientation). 
This internal versus external distinction has it theoretical basis in locus of control 
theory that indicates the degree to which individuals believe that certain outcomes result 
from external forces or themselves (Rotter 1954; Zimbardo 1985). Specifically, Chris is 
defined to have an internal locus of control, if the outcome (in this case, a feeling of 
vulnerability) results from Chris' personal decisions and efforts. In contrast, Chris is 
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defined to have external locus of control, if the outcome is guided by fate, luck, or other 
external circumstances. According to these conceptualizations, frustration felt in study 4 
appears to result from an event outside Chris' control (i.e. , mobile spying), while the 
emotional hardships in study 1 resulted from what Chris did (i.e., a break-up). 
This difference in locus of control may have led the exchange participants in 
study 4 to no longer perceive Chris' intimate self-disclosure as a violation of exchange 
norms. Indeed, our results showed that sharing frustration toward a mobile spying did not 
necessarily increase the perception of norm violation although it significantly decreased 
the persuasiveness of Chris ' recommendation. The plausible explanation is that when 
Chris shares frustrations over mobile spying, the audience may feel less obligated to 
counter with similarly intimate personal story as mobile spying itself is a rare event that 
goes beyond one ' s control. In this regard, an audience may not perceive Chris ' intimate 
self-disclosure as a violation of exchange norms. 
In contrast, in study 1, Chris' sharing of emotional hardship makes the audience 
feel obligated to share equivalently intimate personal information, which leads to the 
audience in an exchange relationship being more reluctant to share. This feeling of 
obligation may lead an audience to perceive Chris ' sharing of emotional hardships (in 
study 1) as a violation of exchange norms, thereby lowering the persuasiveness of Chris ' 
recommendation. 
In sum, the qualitative difference in intimate self-disclosure shared in study 1 
versus study 4 appears to change the way the audience in an exchange relationship 
processes Chris' disclosures. Particularly when shared intimate self-disclosure is 
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contingent upon events outside one's control (i.e., external locus of control), it is less 
likely that the audience will perceive such disclosure as a violation of exchange norms. 
However, regardless of locus of control designated to intimate self-disclosure, intimate 
self-disclosure appears to decrease the persuasiveness of WOM in an exchange 
relationship, a pattern also observed in study 1. 
Section 3: Conclusion 
Across four studies, we show the moderating effect of relationship types on the 
effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. The results suggest that when bloggers 
have a communal relationship with their audience, the persuasive impact of intimate self-
disclosure increases relative to a no-disclosure control condition. Conversely, in an 
exchange relationship, intimate self-disclosure decreases the persuasiveness of the 
message (Study 1 & 4). However, even in a communal relationship where intimate self-
disclosure generally increases persuasion, sharing of extremely secretive personal details 
(i.e. , extremely intimate self-disclosure) can significantly reduce the persuasiveness of 
WOM because such disclosure can be perceived as a violation of communal norms 
(Study 2). In an exchange relationship where intimate self-disclosure generally decreases 
persuasion, intimate self-disclosure can increase the persuasiveness ofWOM provided 
the blogger' s sharing of intimate self-disclosure occurs in return of a reader's intimate 
self-disclosure (Study 3). In other words, when readers are aware that intimate self-
disclosure is given to reciprocate a reader's intimate self-disclosure, a blogger's intimate 
personal story is no longer perceived as a violation of exchange norms, but as a 
conforming act of reciprocity norms, thereby increasing the persuasiveness of WOM. 
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Chapter 4. DISCUSSION 
In online, compared to face-to-face, communications, individuals easily share 
their intimate personal stories because the relative anonymity reduces the risk of rejection 
or the fear of disapproval (McKenna and Bargh 1999, 2000). Indeed, individuals appear 
to disclose private personal details that they may not usually divulge in face-to-face 
communications (Barak and Gluck-Ofri 2007; Joinson 1998). In this regard, online 
intimate self-disclosure resembles casual conversations that we sometimes have with 
"strangers on a train" (Rubin 1975) to whom we can reveal our intimate aspects. 
The current research is motivated by this prevailing phenomenon on social media 
and aims to understand when and how sharing of intimate self-disclosure either helps or 
hurts the persuasiveness of online word-of-mouth (WOM). On one hand, intimate self-
disclosure can increase the persuasiveness of WOM as it helps an audience to better 
resonate with and to connect to a communicator. On the other hand, intimate self-
disclosure can diminish the persuasiveness of WOM, particularly when the audience is 
not yet ready to divulge equivalently intimate personal information. 
Across four studies, we find that expected relationship norms play a critical role 
in determining how consumers perceive and process an online communicator's intimate 
self-disclosure in WOM. In a communal relationship, uninvited sharing of intimate 
personal stories increases the likelihood that an audience will follow a communicator's 
WOM while, in an exchange relationship, it reduces the persuasiveness of WOM (Study 
1 & 4). However, even in a communal relationship in which intimate self-disclosure 
generally helps persuasion, sharing of extremely secret personal stories (extremely 
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intimate self-disclosure) can significantly decrease the persuasiveness ofWOM, as such 
disclosure is perceived as a violation of communal norms (Study 2). In an exchange 
relationship in which intimate self-disclosure generally hurts persuasion, such self-
disclosure can increase the persuasiveness ofWOM so long as the blogger's sharing of 
intimate self-disclosure occurs as a response to a reader's intimate self-disclosure (Study 
3). In other words, when readers are aware that intimate self-disclosure is given to 
reciprocate a reader's intimate self-disclosure, a blogger's intimate personal story is no 
longer perceived as a violation of exchange norms, but rather as a conforming act of 
reciprocity norms, thereby enhancing the persuasiveness of WOM. 
This research has important theoretical contributions as it integrates two 
seemingly unrelated streams of research- self-disclosure and WOM literatures. This 
research contributes to these literatures in two ways. First, it is a pioneering work that 
examines the direct link between intimate self-disclosure and persuasion. The extant 
research on self-disclosure has addressed some of the important research questions of 
social psychology (e.g., "How do individuals present themselves to others?", "How do 
individuals exchange self-disclosures?"), clinical psychology (e.g., "How do individuals 
use self-disclosure to relate to others?", "How does self-disclosure influence our mental 
health?"), and existential psychology (e.g., "What does it mean to be genuine and 
authentic in our self-disclosure?"), but the research that examines the relationship 
between intimate self-disclosure and persuasion is limited. 
In the social psychology and psychotherapy literatures, self-disclosure is a widely 
studied construct, and the nature, processes, and consequences of self-disclosure have 
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been extensively studied. Specifically, researchers have highlighted that self-disclosure 
has a multitude of functions, including gaining social validation and social control (see 
Archer 1987; Miller and Read 1987), developing a close relationship (see Altman and 
Taylor 1973; Sanderson and Cantor 1997), mitigating uncertainty in social interactions 
(see Berger and Calabrese 1975), maintaining mental health (see Jourard 1964), and 
enhancing trust between individuals (see Pennebaker et al. 1990), but again, research that 
examines persuasion as the consequence of self-disclosure is scarce. Our research fills 
such gap in the literature. 
Further, marketing researchers have examined various aspects of self-disclosure. 
The main focus, however, has been restricted to antecedents to, rather than consequences 
of, this behavior (Andrade, Kaltcheva, and Weitz 2002; John, Acquisti, and Loewenstein, 
2011; Moon 2000; White 2004). As marketing researchers believe that a company can 
benefit from collecting more information from consumers, they focus primarily on 
identifying factors that either motivate consumers to, or restrain them from, revealing 
personal information online (Andrade, Kaltcheva, and Weitz 2002; John, Acquisti, and 
Loewenstei 2011; Moon 2000). Thus, it is relatively unclear whether intimate self-
disclosure has any impact on the persuasiveness of WOM. 
Second, our research extends the previous work on self-disclosure in the online 
WOM domain by focusing on intimate self-disclosure (e.g., hurtful memories, fears, 
inferiorities) that evoke a feeling of a deeper level of intimacy than identity-related, 
factual self-disclosures (e.g., age, gender, birthday) that create a mere similarity or 
dissimilarity perception. To date, existing works in this domain focus on the role of 
131 
identity-related disclosures on the effectiveness (e.g., sales, persuasiveness) of online 
reviews (Forman, Ghose, and Wiesenfeld 2008; Naylor, Lamberton, and Norton 2011). 
Their works, however, are silent about the potential impact that a deeper level of self-
disclosures (i.e., intimate self-disclosure) can have on the persuasiveness of online WOM 
messages. The current research examines such direct link between intimate self-
disclosure and persuasion. 
This topic of online self-disclosure holds two important practical implications for 
managing WOM communications on social media. First, our research has the potential to 
inform consumers how they should formulate their stories to be more persuasive in their 
online communications. In the context of online WOM, information exchange occurs 
typically among strangers and therefore an audience can learn about a communicator only 
through that person' s own disclosure of his or her identity, thoughts, feelings, expertise 
and product involvement. Communicators' self-disclosures, therefore, often function as a 
cue that audiences use to supplement product information when making purchase 
decisions. Consequently, a well-crafted intimate personal story can significantly increase 
the persuasiveness of WOM, leading the audience to follow the communicator's 
recommendation. Second, our research can help marketers identify online in:fluentials by 
evaluating online communicators' content styles and message characteristics when 
launching social media marketing campaigns. 
One limitation of the current research is that our experiments did not reflect the 
actual online relationships . Instead, the current research took a scenario-based approach. 
Future research that involves the longitudinal study of communal versus exchange 
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relationship will be beneficial. Nevertheless, there is a good reason to believe that our 
experimental works are likely to represent actual online behaviors. Indeed, most works on 
communal versus exchange relationships (Aggarwal2004; Aggarwal and Law 2005; 
Wan, Hui, and Wyer Jr. 2011) followed this relationship scenario-based approach to 
explore how consumers behave differently in two types of relationships. 
This work also opens the gate for many avenues of potentially fruitful future 
research. One important question for future research concerns what kinds of intimate self-
disclosure exist and how they evoke different process mechanisms behind the intimate 
self-disclosure effect. In study 4, we briefly stated the possibility that different loci of 
control in the disclosed personal event may change the process mechanism behind the 
negative effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion in an exchange relationship. 
Researchers can explore this further to identify the cause of these differences in process 
mechanisms. 
A second important question for future research concerns how conflicting norms 
change the effect of intimate self-disclosure on persuasion. In study 3, we showed that 
when both exchange relationship norms and reciprocity norms co-exist, reciprocity norms 
override exchange relationship norms, thus attenuating the negative effect of intimate 
self-disclosure in an exchange relationship. Understanding the effect of these conflicting 
norms on the persuasiveness of WOM can be an interesting question for future research. 
A third avenue for future research involves an examination of how individual 
differences influence the extent to which intimate self-disclosure either helps or hurts 
persuasion. For instance, individuals have different propensities to trust online 
information. This individual difference in propensity to trust may change the way an 
audience perceives and processes others' intimate self-disclosures as well as online 
recommendations. Consequently, the effectiveness of intimate self-disclosure can vary 
across observers with high versus low propensities to trust online information. 
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Finally, considering that women are generally more concerned about relationship 
building and are more likely to engage in intimate self-disclosure exchanges than men, it 
is noteworthy to examine whether the gender of a communicator influences the way an 
audience evaluate a communicator's intimate self-disclosures. To avoid any gender 
confounding issues, we picked Chris as a blogger' s name to make it sound a gender-
neutral, but about 80% of participants perceived Chris as male (Study 1: 85.7% vs. 14.3%, 
Study 2: 81.9% vs. 18.1 %, Study 3: 79.5% vs. 20.5%, Study 4: 91.4% vs. 8.6%). It is 
certainly possible that when a woman shares intimate self-disclosure, an audience finds it 
more natural; therefore, such intimate sharing can be regarded as a non-violation of 
exchange norms. Thus, it can be interesting to investigate the effect of self-disclosure on 
persuasion by changing a communicator's gender. 
One of the most effective ways to persuade people is by uniting ideas in the form 
of a story (Berger 2013; Heath and Heath 2008). Intimate self-disclosure, in part, shares 
characteristics of a story. Specifically, intimate self-disclosure is an intimate personal 
story of the innermost self that is unlikely to be shared in a common communication 
setting. Indeed, individuals on social media frequently implement such a tactic of 
delivering messages in the context of personal stories. By identifying various 
circumstances in which intimate self-disclosure either helps or hurts persuasion, our 
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research contributes to the existing body of self-disclosure, WOM and persuasion 
literatures and helps both marketers and consumers become more effective in their online 
communications. 
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APPENDIX 1. Manipulation of Relationship Norms- Scenarios 
Study 1-3 
Please imagine that you've been reading the 
health and fitness blog, christalksfitness.com, 
which is written by Chris. 
Communal relationship. After frequently 
following and participating in the blog 
conversations over the last year, you've come 
to see Chris as a trusted friend, even though 
you 've never actually met. 
Over the last year, you and Chris have had very 
heartfelt and encouraging conversations via the 
blog. In many ways, Chris has become the key 
partner in your fitness routine. You often read 
about Chris and the other readers' personal 
fitness and life stories on the blog, and so you 
identify with Chris' healthy-living lifestyle. 
In short, Chris has become your support and 
companion for healthy-living inspiration. 
Exchange relationship. After frequently 
consulting and reading the blog posts over the 
last year you've come to see Chris as a trusted 
information source, even though you've never 
actually met. 
Over the last year, Chris has provided helpful 
replies to the fitness questions you have asked 
on the blog. Chris has contributed to your 
fitness routine in many ways. You often read 
the questions from other readers and Chris' 
fitness recommendations and advice on the 
blog, and you use this information in your own 
healthy-living lifestyle. 
In short, Chris has become one of your go-to 
sources for healthy-living information. 
Study 4 
Please imagine that you've been reading the 
tech blog, christalkstechnology.com, which is 
written by Chris. 
Communal relationship. After frequently 
following and participating in the blog 
conversations over the last year, you've come 
to see Chris as a trusted friend, even though 
you've never actually met. 
Over the last year, you and Chris have had very 
supportive and inspirational conversations via 
the blog. In many ways, Chris has become your 
partner in identifying technological innovations 
that are relevant to your own needs and 
problem-shooting new technologies. You often 
read about Chris and the other readers' personal 
experiences and how new technologies change 
many aspects oftheir everyday lives. You have 
been able to relate to Chris' own use and 
experimentation with technology. 
In short, Chris has become your support and 
companion for your techie lifestyle. 
Exchange relationship. After frequently 
consulting and reading the blog posts over the 
last year you've come to see Chris as a trusted 
information source, even though you've never 
actually met. 
Over the last year, Chris has provided helpful 
and insightful replies to the technology 
questions you have asked on the blog. Chris 
has contributed to your new technology 
experience by identifying useful technological 
innovations that are relevant to the blog 
audience and problem-shooting new 
technologies. You often read the questions 
from other readers and Chris' technology 
recommendations and advice on the blog. You 
find information helpful in your own techie 
lifestyle. 
In short, Chris has become one of your go-to 
sources for high-tech information. 
APPENDIX 2. Manipulation of Relationship Norms - Blog Posts 
Study 1 : Communal Blog Post 
CHRIS TALKS FITNESS 
A plac~ for sltar-in9 ow fitlli!Ssjourn~ys tlnd providing mutual 
supporr t:o all of us lnterestt>d in ht>altlty living 
Total Pasevlews: 1DJ 
/\ugu::.t 9 2012 
Better Juice for All of Us 
I was chatt:ing ''ith Alex and 1 t.hi:nk it might be ht-lp(ul to share our c onversation wilh 
!he group. So thl.l bk)g po!t is devoted to my conversation with Alex . 
Hey, Chri s! I reaD.y liked your posE ou "Health benefil~ of a d:ill.y gb.ss of fresh 
homemade juice for breakfut'' OLnd so m:any 01her readers also mmtionod how much 
they agre-ed ''ilh you. You· said th3t the whole process is fairly simple, but I am 
clue-iess. \V'bat are basic juice ingredients? Where should we shop'? Ho·w important is 
orpruc? 1'1wlks! Alex 
Hello, .<Uex. Grear to bear that the community really enjoyed. my pre"ious post. 
Based on my expnience, I recommend you to keep your juices u groeu a.s possible. I 
like to add in some ble, coUards, chard or other leaf'y green to babnce out the sugan 
from other vegeu.bles and. fruits. Choose from a variety of fruits and vegetables and. 
come. up with different c:ombbutfons by includ.tng things like lemon, ginger, green 
;apples, celtry :me! cucum~ tor ac!(kd ~"-or. 
I shop where I get a JOod ckal on key ingredients: bunches of kale :me! colbrd er~s as 
wd as large cucumbers are a lot cheaper at some local b~ga-s~1c shops \'etsus 
\\'bole Foods..I'm a big f-az1 of Canner ' s markeiS ;md enjoy buying 1oc3l produce when I 
ciiUl. I 'm not wedded to orgWc. I penon.ally took for the best·looldng produce t can 
fmd and make. sure to wash it re3lly weU. 
<)·ty nephews really enjoy juices I make> 
Good iuc:k with your juice making and keep me posted on your progress! 
Your fitness friend. Chris 
12 Responses to "BeHer Jnice for AU of Us" 
l'Ye l11d for a while u ' ' 'tnl 
- Andrt"J. 
H~no, Andrea.! So glad that you enjoy n!ad!ng my posts! It is 
always greal to heu th:lt I am be:pmg my rt~ @ mppy 
Jui~ing! 
P...E."L": 
Va}' be"lpfu! post, Chris. nus is why I like your b!og so much. You seem to 
always anticipate our nec:ds. I h3se ~en so frustrattd \\ith ~- d!t-t, btcau3e 
I k:n;)W I !l...-td tO in'CreJse \"eggit5. Ul t1 but 1 f~}" hl.te [0 COOk. Th!S post 
directly addresses my nrtds I will start Imkmg my own homenude ju:ce 
'>wring tomorrow! - Oa\id 
RE!'LY 
OJ\id, I am so sorry to hear that you were fee.!!ng frusrnted Wlth 
your diet. r ~ glad I waJ ;ab~ to he:tp If you dc\-e~op a Ca\-orite 
ju:ce recipt or 1 d!fftrtnt way of uti!izing the ltft O'\'tf pu!p ~.ue 
slw't wuh th& rest of us in the conunt'll1 stetioo Let's ketp 
tneounging ~1e:h other and be ht~ togdber! 
p.rp:_y 
Chris, yow lltest b!og entry has really insP'.red me. Xow. I r~- trunk th.:~.-t 
my n~x£ big 'kitchen purchase neecS.s to ~ a juicer. I \\-a3 thlnl:ing about 
setting a \nffl..e tron for my kids, but now l th!nt the juict'r "'-"OU!d be me 
fat b(a!.tluef option. These JU1Ces all sou11d amazing, but I'm espeaally 
drooling 0 \'t'r the citrus ~[juice. - am 
R.E?i.Y 
Hi Cb!re, good to heu b1Ck fro:n you. I remembe: ho·w much 
you like b«<:s. I am sure you wU enjoy the ju:.ce too. Go for tllt 
juicer, you won' t regret it! 
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Study 1: Exchange Blog Post 
CHRIS TALKS FITNESS 
rl place to seek and provide fitness Information ami news for 
people interested in healthy living 
Total Pageviews: BJm 
August 9 2012 
Q & A about Better Juice 
I recenlly received a reques[ for information from a reader. This blog post is devoted 
;mswering that question. 
Q=tion: 
"I read your post on "Heal!h benefits of a daily glass of fresh homemade juice for 
brea~:fast" . You said lhat !he whole process is fairly simple, but I am clueless. What 
are the basic juice ingredients? Where to !hop? How important is organic?" 
What are tbe basic juice ln&ndlents? People should keey !hm juic<S as green as 
possible. Ah\•3.ys add in some kale , collards, cbud or other 1e;Jfy gr~n ro balance om 
the sugars from other vege.tables and fruits. Choose from a \lilriety of fruits and 
vegerablts and como up wi!h difftrent combinations by including tbings like lemon, 
ginger, gretn apples, celery and cucumber for added flavor. 
\\'ben> to shop? For a good deal on key ingreditnts: bunches of kale and collard greens 
as wen as W"ge cucumbers are a lot che3per at some loc31 bodega-style shops versus 
\\'hol6 Foods. Farmor's millktts are great for buying local produce. 
Hm.· i.mpona.nl ls orcanic? rm not wedded to organic. Look for the beS[-lOOking 
producr. you can find and mako sure to wash it really well. 
Hope this help•. -Chri• 
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Study 4: Communal Blog Post 
Chris Talks Technology 
A place for sharing our high-tech journeys and providing 
mutual support to all of us interested in high-tech living 
Total Pageviews: B19 
AprilS, 2013 
A New Mobile App for All ofUs 
b ..Y chrisuJikstechnolomr 
I was chatting witll Alex and I think it might be helpful to share our conversation wiU1 
the group. So this blog post is <Je\·oted to my conversation with Alex. 
Ala "'"' M'OIIdnlllg: 
Hey, Chris! I really liked your post on "10 Apps for Travelers" and so many other 
readers also mentioned bow much they agreed with you. In ibe pos~ you talked aboul a 
new travel app- Paclcing Pro - briefly, but I am still clueless. How was your 
experi<nce \\ith Paclcing Pro? In what ways does this new app differ from oilier similar 
lfavel apps? Thanks! Alex 
Hello, Alex. Great to hear that the-community really tnjoyed my pre>ious post Based on 
my experi."'!lce, Packing Pro has bffll ''Of)' helpful in creating comprehtnsive, 
customized packing lim. You can work from a sample list of ilerns to pack or creare 
your own lists and tick off ilerns as they go into your luggage. It will rake away your 
pro-tra,·eling stress by helping you remernb<r 0\'erytlting you need. 
With this app, you can select and edit items for your travel list This app also allows you 
to coUapse categories, sort items, and share your list with your friends. It can pro,ide 
approximate weight and value totals of selected travel items. It has a handful of otber 
reminders, too, like booking reservations and upcoming flight schedules, which you can 
save into your checklists to 0\'0id any hassles. 
Packing Pro is a clever and \'Of)' well-done product that will delight ht-3\)' travelers. If 
you aren ' t in that category, or prefer writing your packing lisls dm\tn 1n a"not~. it won't 
be right for you. ·Your techie friend, Chris 
12 Responses to "A New Mobile App for AU of Us" 
~~ .-l.ndrea .4pn.' ? :oJ3 :r. ; · ;-. ~ 
~ .... ~ Clms, I lor• tlils post. You dul !l ag3Ul! You've helped 3l!Sw.,- qu.."Stmns 





Hello, Andrea' Glad that you enj y rradit1g my pom! It is a:wa1·; 
grear to hear that m~· po.m hart btrn br~pfu! to my readers @ 
Happy trarei' 
Verv helpful post, Chris. Tnis is why I like your b!og so much. You seem to 
always anticipate our nteds. I bm bffll ;o fiusrrattd "ith mv recem 
download: a game app "ith a 1i.<11s. I could only get out of that mm with a 
help from your pos£ on "'how to cure a \irus." Tnanks! I wW. tty thi> otw 
app and~~ rou know what my expffitnce is like! - David 
Claire 
Chris 
Hi Da1id. I am so~· to hear lh:u you"'"'' ftt:ing f:ustr:u<d "i!h 
vour recent app e~itnce. I am glad I was ab!t to he:p. Ltt's k~ 
encouraging each oilier and k.nn about !edmology tog¢rller! 
Chris, rour !at"'! blog entry has really in<Jl'fed me. Xow, I re:L'v think that 
m1· nm download will tJ. Packing Pro. So!l!lds anuzing! - Cbire 
'?.E?I .. Y 
Chris 
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Hi Ci.,-e, good to bear back from vou. I rtmembe' bow much you 
like trying our new mobil~ apps, I am sure you will enJOY this Uil\·~t 
app too. Go for rhi5 ont, ::ou won 't regrer it! 
REKY 
Study 4: Exchange Blog Post 
Chris Talks Technology 
A place to seek and provide high-tech information 
and news for people interested in high-tech living 
Total Pageviews: I'DJ 
April S, 2013 
Q & A about a New Mobile App 
by chn·stalk.steclmofogy 
I recently reccived a request for information from a reader. This blog post is devottd to 
answering that question.. 
Question: 
I read your post on '' I 0 Apps for Travelers." In the post, you talked about a new cravel 
app - P;~.cking Pro - brie.fly, bur I am still clueless. How was your experien~ with 
Packing Pro? In what ways, does this new app differ from other similar travel apps? 
Answ~r: 
How 11'15 your experience wilh this new app, Pack:inJ Pro? Based on my experience, 
Packing Pro has be~ very helpful in creating comprehensive, cu!ltomized packing li!B. 
You can wort from a sample lise of iltms ro pack or creare your own lists and tick off 
items as they go into yow: luggage. It will tab away yow: pre-traveling stress by helping 
you remember everything you need. 
In wbat ways does rhls n.,. app differ from rhe emrlng lnl'ei app? With lhi• app, 
you can stlect and edit items for your travel list. This. app also allows you to collapse 
cate-gories, son items, and shMe your list with your friends. It can pro\oide approximate 
weight and value toWs of seJected travel irems. It ha5 a handful of other reminders, too, 
like booking reservations. illld upcoming flight schedules, which you can sa\--e into your 
checklists to avoid any hassles. 
Packing Pro is a clovor and v.ry w.U-done product that will delight hea•y travelers. If 
you aren ' t in thlt: caregory, or prefer writing your packing lis ts down in a note, it won' t 
be right for you. Hope this helps. - Chris 
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12 Responses to "Q & A about a New Mobile App" 
Aaon~lDous ..:.r.g::.:.!l! :oJ3:::..: .:~ _._,'i ~ 
Thillll: you for th~ U$eful informarion 
P .. E?L.Y 
.,.. Chrlstalksrecimology 
.L\lso, don ' t forget to dowDloiid the Wee-kly Apps th;~.t I post. 
There are many special cl:-ais av;ulab!e. And lf you ch~ out 
the rnam page of the. b:Og, you can fmd information on how to 
get a good deal on pricey apps \ia my b!og. 
P-.EKY 
Auooymous 
For a good re\iew of the prog. and coru of anotll~ new travel app, the 
readtt"s might wan;. m ch~d:: out this blog post. 
Imp .... """'' dan!.~itra\:e!blog.:nfo arcf'TJ·.·e! ca:~gor:·ua·.::-app-re-.:~e;\· 
P..E.?l';' 
Christalkstechnology Apr!! 1: :013ar ... ·&Y-="· ~ 
Good point. Daniel i! a definite •uthoriiy on th:s topic. I have 
suggested some of his books m the JnSl Check this out! 
P.EPL~: 
Anonymous 
The new app sounds int~esting.l don' t think 1 \\111 t·,.:er use it though.. I ;un 
not a h~.J.vy tta\·eler_ 
RE?L":" 
..._ Chrism!kstechnology 
Here is a perfect tra,·el d1>P called ··Time Out ... - a location gw.ik' 
You can follow the link to purcha!e the app. Don' t forge.t to li!t 
my name as a refmer so that my blog can get some credits for your 
purchase. 
http· \nnv.youra.pps co:n s.tore apps: dt-tl!ls~ 
td•com. sogen fa;.ter .a."ldrotd&ID-en 
Appendix 3. Manipulation of Intimate Self-Disclosure 
Study 1 
This is a time of year that can be very busy, 
with lots of changes in people's lives. With 
the change of seasons, it makes sense to work 
on those bodies and shake up the fitness 
routines. I've reviewed several books on this 
topic and came across this one: 21 Day Total 
Body Transformation. 
No Intimate Self-Disclosure. This book has 
been particularly helpful in addressing some 
of my fitness issues. Even though I work out 
regularly, and watch what I eat, after a while I 
have a tendency to plateau and that can 
become a slippery slope. Changing exercise 
routines and adjusting one' s diet can have a 
big impact on both bodies and overall health. 
Study 2 
This is a time of year that can be very 
busy, with lots of changes in people's 
lives. With the change of seasons, it makes 
sense to work on those bodies and shake 
up the fitness routines. I've reviewed 
several books on this topic and came 
across this one: 21 Day Total Body 
Transformation. 
Extremely Intimate Self-Disclosure. This 
book has been particularly helpful in 
getting me through some awful times. I 
----------------------1 have not blogged about it before, but I 
found out a while ago that my significant 
other was having an affair with one of my 
assistants from work. This has been hugely 
devastating to my life and led me back into 
bulimia. I felt worthless and was an 
emotional wreck. I became very depressed, 
stopped exercising and went back to 
hinging and purging. 
Intimate Self-Disclosure. This book has been 
particularly helpful in addressing some of my 
fitness issues. Some recent emotional ups and 
downs in my long-term relationship distracted 
me from exercising, I felt useless, my diet 
suffered, and I feared that it was a slippery 
slope. As a result of the tension in my 
relationship, I was depressed and spent a lot 
oftime criticizing myself and feeling guilty. 
The 21 Day Total Body Transformation has 
helped me get back on track with an emphasis 
on both a healthy body and a healthy mind . 
I can already tell the difference, both in terms 
of how my body looks and how I feel. The 
new routine has been a great shake-up for my 
exercise and eating regiment. 
I recommend this book to anyone who is 
interested in improving not just their fitness 
routine but also their overall quality of life. 
The 21 Day Total Body Transformation 
has helped me get back on track with an 
emphasis on both a healthy body and a 
healthy mind . 
I can already tell the difference, both in 
terms of how my body looks and how I 
feel. The new routine has been a great 
shake-up for my exercise and eating 
regiment. 
I recommend this book to anyone who is 
interested in improving not just their 
fitness routine but also their overall quality 
of life. 
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Study 3 
Solicitation with No Intimate Self-
Disclosure. Q: Over the past month or so, 
I've been trying to change up my exercise 
routine. I haven't been able to fmd a simple 
work out program to get me going. Do you 
have any recommendations for a general 
fitness book? 
Solicitation with Intimate Self-Disclosure. 
Q: About a month ago, I lost my job. I've 
stopped exercising and everything seems out 
of control. I really need help getting back in 
shape and pulling through this tough period. 
Do you have any recommendations for a 
general fitness book? 
Response with Intimate Self-Disclosure 
A: In response to this question and with the 
change of seasons, it makes sense to work on 
those bodies and shake up the fitness 
routines. I've reviewed several books on this 
topic and came across this one: 21 Day Total 
Body Transformation. 
This book has been particularly helpful in 
addressing some of my fitness issues. Some 
recent emotional ups and downs in my long-
term relationship distracted me from 
exercising, I felt useless, my diet suffered, 
and I feared that it was a slippery slope. As a 
result of the tension in my relationship, I was 
depressed and spent a lot of time criticizing 
myself and feeling guilty. 
Study 4 
Spying apps enable others to observe the 
activities of your mobile device. It takes 
just a minute or two for someone to 
download a spying app onto your cell 
phone. These apps allow another person 
to gain access to your texts, calls, and 
emails and in some cases, real time 
monitoring of your activities. I've 
reviewed several products to protect a 
phone from these spyware apps and came 
across this one: 
No Intimate Self-Disclosure. Many 
people store personal information on 
their cell phones that they would not 
want to become available to others. Any 
information stored on the phone is 
susceptible to cell phone spying. Spying 
apps can be downloaded to the mobile 
device without the user's permission and 
allows others to track the mobile 
activities of the user (e.g., texts, calls, 
photos, etc.). Anti-Spy Mobile has been 
helpful in addressing some of these 
security concerns. 
Intimate Self-Disclosure. I personally 
had a very scary experience with cell 
phone spying. I recently went through a 
bitter breakup and found out that my ex 
had gained access to my phone to 
monitor my mobile activities (e.g., texts, 
calls, photos, etc.) using a spying app. I 
was terrified and in shock. After this 
incident, I felt I couldn't trust anyone 
anymore and became paranoid about the 
security of my phone. Anti-Spy Mobile 
has helped me get over this nightmare. 
This app is very useful for detecting and 
removing any spying apps on the phone. 
It provides an advanced protection 
system that monitors all apps that are 
installed on the cell phone and sends a 
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The 21 Day Total Body Transformation has 
helped me get back on track with an 
emphasis on both a healthy body and a 
healthy mind. 
I can already tell the difference, both in terms 
of how my body looks and how I feel. The 
new routine has been a great shake-up for my 
exercise and eating regiment. 
I recommend this book to anyone who is 
interested in improving not just their fitness 
routine but also their overall quality of life. 
notification if any trace of suspicious 
spying acts are detected. 
Thus, I recommend this app to anyone 
who is concerned about their mobile 
security. Run Anti-Spy Mobile on the 
phone at least once a week to stay 
protected from apps that could be 
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